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ABSTRACT
Understanding the Role of Institutional Support for Student Academic Engagement in
Higher Education Online and Blended Learning Settings Through the
Lens of the Academic Communities of Engagement Framework
Sara Hirschi Tuiloma
Department of Instructional Psychology and Technology, BYU
Doctor of Philosophy
This multiple-article dissertation explores institutional support for student academic
engagement through the lens of the Academic Communities of Engagement (ACE) framework.
A literature synthesis explores the current research on teaching assistant (TA) support in online
and blended environments in higher education, with a special emphasis on their role in providing
support for affective engagement, in addition to supporting cognitive and behavioral
engagement. The review suggests that additional research needs to be done in this area to better
understand the role of TAs in online environments and how institutions can prepare them for this
role through meaningful training.
The second article provides insight into students’ barriers to learning online and how the
institution can support these students. Researchers gathered survey results of 1295 university
students regarding the barriers they experience and the support they receive from the institution
to support their academic engagement. Descriptive statistics and thematic coding revealed
specific practices institutions could implement to help students overcome barriers to fully
engaging in their learning.
The third article presents how online teaching assistants (OLTAs) interact with students
to support their engagement in online and blended learning courses and how a training course
may influence their interactions. Researchers gathered data from a tracking instrument that
documented OLTA-student interactions over a 2-week period and conducted interviews with 10
OLTAs. Descriptive statistics and thematic coding indicated that TAs supported students in
several ways and that their training program most likely influenced how they approached these
interactions.

Keywords: online learning, student engagement, institutional support, support for engagement,
teaching assistant
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DESCRIPTION OF RESEARCH AGENDA AND STRUCTURE OF DISSERTATION
This dissertation, Understanding the Role of Institutional Support for Student Academic
Engagement in Higher Education Online and Blended Learning Settings Through the Lens of the
Academic Communities of Engagement Framework is a dissertation written in article format. It
combines the requirements of a traditional dissertation with the formatting of journal
publications. The dissertation aims to give insight into how institutions can support online
students using the Academic Communities of Engagement (ACE) framework (Borup et al.,
2020), with a special emphasis on online teaching assistant (OLTA) support.
The introductory section of this dissertation contains the university's submission
guidelines. Dissertations are presented as journal articles and comply with journal style and
length requirements. The first article, A Literature Review of Affective Teaching Assistant
Support Through the Lens of the Academic Communities of Engagement Framework, is a
literature synthesis regarding the role of OLTAs in providing academic support to students in
online learning environments.
The second article of this dissertation is titled Providing Institutional Support for
Academic Engagement in Online and Blended Learning Programs. This article identifies barriers
online students experience and suggests methods for institutions to support students who face
barriers to their learning. It has been published in the journal Education Sciences.
The third article, Using the Academic Communities of Engagement Framework as a
Model to Provide Support for Student Engagement Through Student Interactions With TAs
focuses on OLTAs and how they provide affective, behavioral, and cognitive support to students
through their interactions. It also gives insight into how institutions can effectively train OLTAs
to provide adequate support to online students.

xiv
Instruments used for the articles are listed at the end of the appropriate section. An
appendix after the final article contains copies of the institutional review board’s approval letters
for these studies. Citations for references outside the three articles are presented at the end of the
dissertation. Citations used within each article are listed at the end of each section.
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Abstract
Findings from this literature synthesis on the role of TAs in online courses in higher education
reveal four major findings: (a) how peer support is defined in online learning; (b) a shift in the
traditional role of the TA to a more affective approach; (c) the integration of affective support
with cognitive and behavioral support in TA interactions with students; and (d) the importance of
providing quality training to TAs to help them effectively provide the needed support. Analyzing
the literature through the Academic Communities of Engagement (ACE) framework, this
literature review of articles on TA interactions with students in online courses focused on
identifying how TAs and peer mentors are interacting with students in online environments and
how these interactions are supporting affective engagement along with cognitive and behavioral
engagement. The analysis brings to the forefront many gaps that are currently existing in the
literature and identifies some potential areas of research and practice for the future of TA and
student interactions in online environments.
Keywords: online learning, teaching assistant, peer support, peer mentor, student
engagement, literature review
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A Review of Affective Teaching Assistant Support Through
the Lens of the Academic Communities of
Engagement Framework
Student engagement is critical to learning and academic success and is generally
understood through affective, behavioral, and cognitive factors (Fredricks et al., 2004; Reschly &
Christenson, 2012). Interactions, relationships, and communities that facilitate and support
student engagement are integral to learners’ abilities to be engaged in their educational
experiences (Garrison & Arbaugh, 2007; Pianta et al., 2012; Zhao & Kuh, 2004). Because of
this, many academic institutions strive to create environments that support student engagement
(Ben-Eliyahu et al., 2018; Halverson & Graham, 2019; Lei et al., 2018; Skinner et al., 2008).
As academic institutions have increased access to online learning, many have perceived
these environments as less engaging than the traditional classroom setting (Garrison, 2009; Gill
et al., 2015). However, while many online environments still fall into this trap, technological
advancements and theoretical frameworks for facilitating online interactions have made engaging
online with peers and instructors much easier and more broadly accessible (Garrison et al., 1999;
Kimmons et al., 2020). The Academic Communities of Engagement (ACE; Borup et al., 2020)
theoretical framework assesses the distinctive characteristics of online and blended learning
environments while considering issues of learner academic engagement. It asserts that students'
abilities to engage in online and blended learning courses will improve with course community
and personal community support. The framework identifies specific actors (supportive persons)
within each community who are most likely to provide support elements aligned to particular
types of student engagement.
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A typical course community actor within higher education contexts is often a teaching
assistant (TA). TAs have traditionally been responsible for assisting students with behavioral and
cognitive support elements (Blouin & Moss, 2015; Boman, 2013; Park, 2004; Parker et al.,
2015). However, with the influx of online education, the role of online teaching assistants
(OLTAs) may need to shift in online and blended learning settings. Because of the added
isolation and social restraints that occasionally accompany online course environments
(McInnerny & Roberts, 2004), training TAs to support students' affective engagement in online
and blended learning settings, in addition to the cognitive and behavioral support they typically
provide, may be vital. Research on how TAs can support student engagement in online and
blended courses is limited. Thus, this review aims to understand:
1. How online teaching assistants (OLTAs) help students increase their affective
engagement in online and blended courses and
2. How affective engagement support integrates with cognitive and behavioral
engagement support.
In this paper, I discuss the most popular methods for defining engagement, explain how ACE
provides clarity in these definitions, and provide an overview of the ACE framework. Lastly, I
share findings on a review of OLTA support for affective student engagement in online and
blended learning environments in higher education.
Background Information
While most experts agree that student engagement is affective, behavioral, and cognitive
in nature and correlates with student academic success (Baranova et al., 2019; Hu &
McCormick, 2012; Kuh et al., 2001; Tinto, 2006), there is no universal definition. This lack of
clarity often results in a "conceptual fuzziness" (Halverson & Graham, 2019, p. 151) when
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measuring, differentiating between, and facilitating the different dimensions of learner
engagement (Henrie et al., 2015; Skinner & Pitzer, 2012). Applying this concept to online and
blended learning modalities further increases confusion (Borup et al., 2013; Halverson &
Graham, 2019).
Academic Communities of Engagement (ACE) Framework
The ACE framework attempts to clarify many issues in defining and measuring student
engagement by considering academic engagement, which Borup et al. (2020) defined as student
engagement relating to course-level student academics in online and blended learning settings.
ACE (Borup et al., 2020) also provides clear definitions for the three dimensions of engagement,
suggesting that they may often correlate but exist independently of one another, as seen in Table
1 (Borup et al., 2020, p. 813).
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Table 1
Dimensions of Engagement With Definitions and Examples of Indicators
Dimension

Definition

Example Indicators

Affective (or Emotional)

The emotional energy
associated with involvement in
course learning activities.

- Boredom vs. Enjoyment
- Anxiety/Frustration vs.
Confidence
- Sadness vs. Happiness
- Situational and Personal
Interest

Behavioral

The physical behaviors
(energy) associated with
completing course learning
activity requirements.

- Attendance/Participation
- Completing/Submitting
Work
- Following course procedures
- Time on Task

Cognitive

The mental energy exerted
towards productive
involvement with course
learning activities.

-

Attention
Absorption/Concentration
Learning Presence
Cognitive/Metacognitive
Strategy Use (questioning,
exploring, note-taking,
checking for understanding,
etc.)

Note. Authors of the ACE framework created this table to provide definitions and examples of
each of the three dimensions of engagement. From Borup et al., 2020, p. 813.
A student's ability to engage in these three ways is affected by facilitators (outside
influences) of engagement (Skinner et al., 2008). These can include a learner's unique
characteristics, such as intrinsic motivation, an interest in the subject matter, or self-regulating
ability (Borup et al., 2020). They may also come from a student's course environment, where
teachers can directly or indirectly impact a student's ability to engage through pedagogical
strategies. A student's personal environment can also contribute when family members, friends,
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and other associates indirectly influence a student's ability to engage (Borup et al., 2020). ACE
strives to identify how a student is engaged and where they are receiving—or lacking—the
necessary support from facilitators to achieve the desired level of engagement for academic
success.
Other researchers have also seen the necessity of external support for student learning.
For example, Vygotsky's Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD) theory (1978) proposes that
what students can do with aid from others is representative of what they can do independently.
Bandura (1986) argued that students hinder their ability to achieve academic success and master
material when they rely only on their efforts. These findings are more critical in online and
blended learning contexts where students must practice more autonomy and self-regulation in
their learning (Moore, 1989). In the ACE framework, Borup et al. (2020) noted that students
have difficulties independently engaging in online and blended learning but can better engage
with scaffolded activities.
Course Community Support
As a consequence of these theories, the authors of the ACE framework (Borup et al.,
2020) defined personal and course communities as two crucial components of academic
engagement. Time and actors within these communities distinguish them. While a student's
personal community is made up of family and friends and exists outside of the bounds of a class
(Abrami et al., 2011; Borup et al., 2020; Oviatt et al., 2018), the course community brings
together teachers, students, and other support during the timeframe of the course (Borup et al.,
2020; Harms et al., 2006). To equip actors in students’ communities so they can support their
students, identifying the appropriate support elements (support methods) is necessary for each
type of student engagement. In the ACE framework, Borup et al. (2020) defined specific support
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elements that influence each engagement type and provide additional insight into how students
and their support communities can engage in online and blended settings.
Cognitive and Behavioral Support
Cognitive support elements generally include instruction and collaboration. Instruction
occurs when someone shares knowledge that enables students to increase their understanding
(Borup et al., 2020), such as presenting content, summarizing information, asking questions,
giving feedback, providing resources, and correcting misconceptions (Anderson et al., 2001).
Collaboration occurs when students work together "to co-construct knowledge that
neither had previously or develop a product they could not have created individually" (Borup et
al., 2020, p. 819). Behavioral support elements include troubleshooting and orienting, organizing
and managing, and monitoring progress (Borup et al., 2020). While these do not directly relate to
the mastery of the content, they are necessary to ensure that a student is fully engaged in the
learning process (Borup et al., 2020). This support element becomes critical with the added
complexities of online and blended courses. de la Varre et al. (2014) noted that students drop out
of online classes because they are unfamiliar with the platforms and technologies they use in
their courses. Students may also need support organizing their physical learning environment,
learning to self-regulate, and avoiding distractions (Borup et al., 2015).
Affective Support
Affective engagement includes actors’ ability to facilitate communication and foster
relationships (Borup et al., 2020). It also incorporates student self-efficacy (a student's
expectation of success in a course) and the perceived value of the course content (Bandura,
1977). If a student does not expect to succeed in a class or does not value the course content,
they may have difficulty achieving the necessary affective engagement levels. Communicating
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online requires a different skill set than speaking in person and can often feel more impersonal
(Borup & Stimson, 2019). Because of this, the necessary support elements must be in place to
help students who may lack the skills and confidence to communicate and build relationships
online. For example, students may require encouragement or someone else to initiate
conversations (Borup & Stimson, 2019). The Community of Inquiry (CoI) framework (Garrison
et al., 1999) emphasizes the necessity for online social and teaching presence. However, these
are insufficient to develop the relationships required for good affective engagement (Borup et al.,
2020). Once social presence is established, it must evolve into group members genuinely
investing in others and developing a sense of community.
As a prominent actor of the course community in many higher education contexts and
often as a fellow peer to students, a course OLTA may play a significant role in facilitating the
growth and development of relationships and community within an online class. We must
understand how TAs interact with students in online and blended learning courses and their role
in helping students achieve academic success.
Review Questions
Because of the need to understand OLTAs’ influence on engagement, we investigated the
following questions through a review of the literature:
1. How can online teaching assistants (OLTAs) help students increase their affective
engagement in online and blended courses?
2. How does affective engagement support integrate with cognitive and behavioral
engagement support?
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Methods
ERIC is typically considered the primary database for education research and was our top
choice to search for relevant articles. We conducted various literature searches using key terms
to address each aspect of our research questions. Search terms included: (a) online learning; (b)
affective engagement; and (c) teaching assistants. We used the thesaurus feature in ERIC to
identify all synonyms of these three search terms. We then searched each area separately and
strategically grouped the searches to gather relevant literature. We went through several
iterations of the search with various combinations. Table 2 lists the search terms we used in our
initial inquiries.
Table 2
Initial Keyword Search
Subject

Keywords

Teaching Assistants

"Teaching Assistants" OR DE "Peer Teaching" OR "peer
mentor" OR "peer educator"

AND

Affective Engagement

DE "Affective Behavior" OR DE "Affective Measures"
OR DE "Affective Objectives" OR DE "Attitudes" OR
DE "Caring" OR DE "Emotional Development" OR DE
"Emotional Intelligence" OR DE "Emotional Response"
OR DE "Prosocial Behavior"

AND

Online Learning

DE "Electronic Learning" OR DE "Blended Learning"
OR DE "Computer-Assisted Instruction" OR DE
"Distance Education" OR DE "Electronic Classrooms"
OR DE "Flipped Classroom" OR DE "Learner Controlled
Instruction" OR DE "Multimedia Instruction" OR DE
"Online Courses" OR DE "Telecourses" OR DE "Virtual
Classrooms" OR DE "Virtual Schools" OR DE "Virtual
Universities" OR DE "Web-Based Instruction"

These initial searches were helpful but did not provide sufficient literature. Because of
the limited number of articles in our initial searches, we broadened our search terms for affective
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engagement to include learner engagement and synonyms. We also expanded our search to
include additional synonyms for teaching assistants (see Table 3).
Table 3
Revised Keyword Search
Subject

Keywords

Teaching Assistants

DE "Teaching Assistants" OR DE "Research Assistants"
OR DE "Peer Influence" OR DE "Peer Relationship" OR
DE "Tutoring" OR DE "Peer Teaching" OR DE "Tutorial
Programs" OR DE "Tutors" OR "peer mentor" OR "peer
educator"

AND

Learner Engagement

DE "Learner Engagement" OR DE "Learning
Motivation" OR DE "Self-Motivation" OR DE "Student
Attitudes" OR DE "Student Motivation" OR DE "Student
Participation"

AND

Online Learning

DE "Electronic Learning" OR DE "Blended Learning"
OR DE "Computer Assisted Instruction" OR DE
"Distance Education" OR DE "Electronic Classrooms"
OR DE "Flipped Classroom" OR DE "Learner Controlled
Instruction" OR DE "Multimedia Instruction" OR DE
"Online Courses" OR DE "Telecourses" OR DE "Virtual
Classrooms" OR DE "Virtual Schools" OR DE "Virtual
Universities" OR DE "Web Based Instruction"

Inclusion/Exclusion Criteria
The literature had to meet the following criteria to be included in the review:
1. Be published in English.
2. Purposefully focus on teaching assistants (e.g., learner assistants, peer-assisted
learning, supplemental instruction, etc.) to support students in higher education online
and blended learning context.
3. The use of “student/learner engagement” must refer to students’ emotional and
cognitive energy exerted toward productive involvement in accomplishing a learning
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task (Ben-Eliyahu et al., 2018; Borup et al., 2020; Halverson & Graham, 2019; Shiely
& McCarthy, 2019).
Search Outcomes
After collecting our initial set of articles, we read the abstracts of the collected literature
and excluded all that did not fit our inclusion/exclusion criteria. Because the body of literature
was reasonably small, we did not limit our articles to those that were peer-reviewed or written
within a specific timeframe. Once we determined the critical publications on our topic, we
conducted a backward reference search by exploring the references from the key articles to select
any additional literature that would be important to our review. We saved and organized the
citations from the articles into thematic folders in the Zotero reference managing software.
Analysis Process
We used thematic content analysis techniques to find patterns in the literature related to
the research questions and situated our coding themes within the ACE framework. We used our
identified patterns to synthesize the findings across different sources to represent the current state
of the research in this area and identify existing gaps that needed further development.
Findings
We found many themes in the literature about how online teaching assistants (OLTAs)
help students increase their affective engagement in online and blended courses and how
affective engagement support integrates with cognitive and behavioral engagement support. The
themes that emerged from the research included (a) the definition of peer support, (b) the role of
peer mentors in providing affective support, (c) the integration of affective support with
cognitive support in OLTA interactions, and (d) the importance of training OLTAs to effectively
provide the needed support. Our analysis also suggests that additional research is needed in these
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areas to understand better the role OLTAs can play in supporting online and blended learning
students in higher education beyond the cognitive and behavioral domains.
Defining Peer Support
In our literature search, two primary types of online peer support differed in their roles
and responsibilities for helping students. Peer mentors do not provide content-specific
knowledge but instead focus on emotional support for students. On the other hand, the primary
duty of teaching assistants (TAs) is solely to provide content-specific support to students. Our
findings revealed that many terms are used for these two types of support. We used ten terms for
teaching assistant in our initial search of the literature (as outlined in our methods), but as we
read the articles, we also learned of other terms. We divided these terms into two categories, as
each term indicated a primary role of either peer teaching or peer mentoring. View Table 4 for a
list of terms from the literature associated with peer teaching or peer mentoring.
Table 4
Terms for Peer Teaching and Peer Mentoring
Category

Term

Peer Teaching

●
●
●
●
●
●
●
●
●
●
●

Graduate Teaching Assistant (GTA)
Learning Assistant (LA)
Teaching Assistant (TA)
Peer Teaching Assistant (Peer TA)
Peer e-Tutor
Peer Tutor
Near-Peer Teaching
Near-Peer Facilitator
Peer-Led Learning
Peer-Assisted Learning
Supplemental Instruction

Peer Mentoring

● Peer Mentor
● Student Buddy
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While some of these terms may differ slightly, we argue that each share the common goal
of peer teaching or peer mentoring as defined previously. As a result, we will use literature from
each source for this review and refer to any type of peer teaching as a teaching assistant (TA) and
peer mentoring as a peer mentor.
The Role of Peer Mentoring
Traditionally, TAs have been focused on providing instructional support to teachers and
performing administrative tasks, such as grading student work (Blouin & Moss, 2015; Boman,
2013; Park, 2004; Parker et al., 2015). Training and preparing TAs for their responsibilities in
these traditional classroom settings primarily focused on sound teaching strategies and content
knowledge (Parker et al., 2015). Drawing from the ideas of Vygotsky (1978), Collins et al.
(1991), and Nora and Crisp (2007), Vaughan et al. (2016) argued that effective peer support
should not only give university students academic knowledge support but provide them
psychological and emotional support, support for goal-setting and career paths, and a role model.
Increasingly found in the literature, online programs are implementing peer mentoring
programs instead of the traditional TA model (Barnett & Te Wiata, 2020; Hutton & Robson,
2019; Prebble et al., 2004; Tinto, 2006). For example, in an online program in New Zealand, the
peer mentor’s primary role was to provide a connection for new students to the online program
and help them navigate their new surroundings (Barnett & Te Wiata, 2020). This type of studentstudent mentoring relationship has shown to be an effective way to help learners gain a sense of
belonging at their educational institution (Barnett & Te Wiata, 2020; Prebble et al., 2004). This
sense of belonging and community becomes even more critical for students in online programs
who do not physically attend a university (Barnett & Te Wiata, 2020; Boyle et al., 2010).
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The Open University in the United Kingdom similarly implemented a peer mentoring
strategy for a specific online course offered at their university (Hutton & Robson, 2019). Called
“student buddies,” these peer mentors did not provide any academic support for students but
focused on emotional support, building confidence, and establishing a community (Hutton &
Robson, 2019). This case study found that students desired a community in the online space,
which often took precedence over academic concerns (Hutton & Robson, 2019; Palloff & Pratt,
2007). They gained this sense of community through interactions with their “student buddies,”
who were perceived as more reliable and authentic than the instructor (Hutton & Robson, 2019).
While these peer mentoring programs have proven to be effective at providing the needed
affective support for students in online programs, they discount the need to provide cognitive
academic support, which, as Vaughn et al. (2020) pointed out, is necessary. A more appropriate
peer support model for online learners would combine the components of peer mentoring and
peer teaching (TA) support.
TA Interactions With Students in Online Learning Environments
The literature points to two primary responsibilities OLTAs are tasked with as they take
an online class: (a) teaching content and providing feedback and (b) technical and procedural
troubleshooting (Chadha, 2014; Crowley-Cyr & Hevers, 2021). However, when these OLTA
programs are implemented well, studies find that OLTAs naturally complete a third
responsibility: providing a sense of community (Crowley-Cyr & Hevers, 2021; Dang et al., 2019;
Lin & Yang, 2011; Sieminski et al., 2016). These primary tasks align with cognitive, behavioral,
and affective support elements, respectively. This corresponds with a summation of the literature
on e-tutors from Sansone et al. (2018) who claimed that e-tutors need to be instructors, who have
knowledge of the content area (cognitive); moderators, who ensure the class stays on track and
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follows appropriate netiquette (behavioral); and facilitators, who have good communication and
interpersonal skills for providing personal support (affective; Berge & Collins, 1996; Edwards et
al., 2011). As we get into the literature, we can see that OLTAs often embed affective support
within the cognitive and behavioral interactions they are experiencing.
Embedding Affective Support With Cognitive Support
OLTAs who are primarily given tasks that provide cognitive support to students in an
online environment also tend to provide the affective support students need to feel part of a
community of online learners. Research has found that students’ academic and social
engagement are the key factors that influence university student retention (Demetriou &
Schmitz-Sciborski, 2011). A study done by Crowley-Cyr and Hevers (2021) found that although
the primary responsibilities of the OLTAs in a peer-assisted learning (PAL) program were
cognitively based, students not only achieved higher than average scores but also felt they
experienced an inclusive, supportive online environment. The study used learning analytics
software and frequency distribution analysis to quantify student engagement and progression in
their online course; this was done to determine if there were differences between students who
utilized the OLTA and those who did not. The OLTA was involved by meeting regularly on
Zoom, providing lecture recordings on the content, and engaging in an online forum. Participants
had the choice of whether or not to utilize the resources from the OLTA. Crowley-Cyr and
Hevers (2021) found that students who engaged with the OLTA utilized the course resources
(study notes, lecture videos, and online forums) much more frequently.
Participants’ formative and summative assessments throughout the course were also
much higher on average if they utilized this peer-assisted learning program. The authors argued
that these findings support the need for a peer mentor to aid both cognitive and affective student
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online engagement. This program provided an inclusive, supportive environment that enabled
timely two-way interaction with a student leader who helped students improve academically.
Though these are interesting findings, I believe that further evidence is needed to understand
how this type of community helped students be engaged affectively, as this study’s primary
concerns surrounded the students’ cognitive engagement.
Additional studies have also found that regularly engaging in cognitive interactions with
an OLTA, such as meeting in a video conference or engaging in asynchronous discussion
forums, often provides emotional support for students (Dang et al., 2019; Lin & Yang, 2011;
Sieminski et al., 2016). A study done by Lin and Yang (2011) found that peer e-tutors for an
English writing class had significant interactions with students that not only improved the
students’ writing skills but also significantly enhanced their personal development. Sieminski et
al. (2016) likewise found that students who were grouped into peer support groups facilitated by
a peer tutor felt that social learning significantly contributed to their academic development.
These findings align with the literature analysis, specifically on peer tutoring, by de Smet et al.
(2008). They found that in combination with online learning environments, peer tutoring should
focus on facilitating the learning process and the learners’ progress.
In each of the examples above, OLTA interactions included actively communicating with
students in both synchronous and asynchronous methods through regular video conferencing
with individuals or groups of students, online discussion forums, and feedback. While each of
these interactions aligned directly with support for cognitive engagement (Borup et al., 2020),
they also seemed to open up avenues of communication through which emotional support and
encouragement were given to students. However, it is important to note that this was usually a
secondary finding in these studies. Each of these studies were primarily focused on better
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understanding how OLTAs could help students cognitively achieve in their academics. The
literature lacks research specifically focusing on how and why these interactions may also lead to
more affective support. The fact that these findings came up in the research shows the
importance of ensuring that students become affectively engaged in online and blended learning
environments in higher education and that OLTAs support them.
Embedding Affective Support With Behavioral Support
Providing behavioral support is an additional task usually given to OLTAs as students in
an online environment often require more self-regulation and technical expertise compared to
traditional classrooms. One study indi-cated that record keeping and organizing due dates was
the most helpful thing OLTAs did for online students (Ainsa & Olivarez, 2017). When OLTAs
are engaged in interactions with students that offer behavioral support, affective measures are
often taken to motivate and encourage students in their progress. An online program in New
Zealand implemented a "by Maori, for Maori" peer support program, which focused on helping
new students navigate the online program (Barnett & Te Wiata, 2020). The primary role of peer
support in the study piloting this program was to help students navigate the online university
system, develop time-management skills, and provide reminders to the students for due dates
(Barnett & Te Wiata, 2020). The findings from this study revealed that not only were new
students able to navigate the online university program better, but those who provided peer
support motivated students, helped remove feelings of isolation, provided a sense of community,
and helped students feel more confident (Barnett & Te Wiata, 2020). One particularly significant
finding from an interview with someone who provided peer support in this study revealed the
following:

REVIEW OF AFFECTIVE OLTA SUPPORT

19

I mentored a student who was whakama [shy] and did not want to contact the paper
coordinator and struggled with the paper terminology and what was actually required.
With mentoring support this student submitted her assignment, if we didn’t help, she was
going to fail and not submit the assignment. Most of the positive interactions I had with
students where I really felt I was helping them out would have been when the students
had personal issues that were interfering with their study and I would give them advice
on how to manage their studies in the face of those issues. (Barnett & Te Wiata, 2020, p.
12)
In another study (Sansone et al., 2018), online peer e-tutors were primarily responsible
for monitoring the progress of discussions, ensuring students were correctly completing the
modules, reinforcing assignment deadlines, and following up with low-participating students.
Following a “supportive and goal-oriented style” (Sansone et al., 2018, p. 18), peer e-tutors often
provided encouragement and motivation to students (affective) in addition to helping them stay
on task (behavioral). One student from the study noted he could not only stay on track with the
class but could also “feel his motivation growing” (Sansone et al., 2018, p. 19). This supportive
style adopted by the peer e-tutors in this study stimulated the students’ participation and
motivation.
Interactions between OLTAs and students to support the students’ behavioral engagement
in a course often resulted in OLTAs offering encouragement and motivation to their students.
Similar to the results of the previous section, further research is needed to better understand the
specific situations that cause the interventions. While the literature points out two specific
examples where the support for behavioral engagement positively impacted the student’s
affective engagement, this may not always be the case. We need to better understand the
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qualities and skills OLTAs need to have and receive training to recognize and plan for these
interactions.
How to Effectively Train OLTAs to Provide Affective Support
Several articles in our literature search discussed training OLTAs as an essential
component of providing quality OLTA support for students. However, many of them lacked
specificity regarding what training should be. For OLTAs to have the ability to provide
meaningful affective support to their students, we must know how to train them. de Smet et al.
(2008) argued that peer tutors are significantly “less effective without a preceding training
program” (p. 3). For example, a study done in an online chemistry course found that OLTAs
with previous teaching experience or training were more effective at responding to the affective
needs of the students because they were not preoccupied or uncomfortable with teaching
(Hensen & Barabara, 2019). An online English writing course that trained peer e-tutors on
providing effective feedback to students found that the training greatly enhanced the social
interactions the peer e-tutors had with their students (Lin & Yang, 2011). With this in mind, it
seems that appropriate training to teach OLTAs to provide meaningful affective support would
not only need to include skills specifically related to affective engagement but cognitive and
behavioral engagement support skills as well.
Parker et al. (2015) conducted a literature review about graduate teaching assistant
(GTA) training programs. Though this review was not directly related to online learning, the
findings reveal some important ideas we should consider when developing training for OLTAs.
Citing Crisp and Cruz (2009), Parker et al. (2015) noted that while many university programs fail
to offer any sort of formal training to their TAs, it is crucial that training becomes more
widespread as TAs are often mentors and role models of academic success for students.
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There are different ways to approach training TAs, such as mandatory versus voluntary
training sessions and institutional versus departmental training (Parker et al., 2015). However,
Parker et al. argued that regardless of how the training is conducted, it should primarily focus on
mentoring and student-centered pedagogical training (2015). For example, a qualitative study by
Chadha (2014) sought to understand the impact of a training program for graduate teaching
assistants (GTAs) focused on student-centered teaching. Participants reported that they gained
valuable knowledge and teaching skills from the training and shifted their teaching to a more
student-centered approach. While this study provided good insight into the potential outcomes of
an OLTA training program, there was no description of what the training program included. It
would be beneficial to better understand the structure and design of this training program to
understand how training programs such as this can benefit OLTAs.
The LA Model, a model for training learning assistants (LAs), was developed by the
University of Colorado in 2001 (Otero, 2015). This model focuses on three key experiences that
LAs should be trained on and be continuously engaged in as a LA to promote collaborative
learning and inclusive environments: practice, pedagogy, and weekly preparation. Practice refers
to students working on fostering collaboration and helping group members participate in
developing a shared understanding. Pedagogy introduces LAs to specific teaching strategies
backed by research to implement in their job. Weekly preparation is a regular meeting between
LAs and instructors to prepare, teach, and discuss ideas. Emenike et al. (2020) explained that
these components are connected and, when implemented, help to provide a holistic training and
teaching experience for LAs.
Following this model has proven to be an effective solution for increasing content
understanding and personal attitudes about learning (Otero, 2015). In a study by Emenike et al.
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(2020), four universities implemented this training model for their LAs in online remote
instruction courses. Findings from this study revealed that this model was successful in the
online space. Instructors depended on LAs to help students stay on track with their coursework
and feel part of the online community (Emenike et al., 2020). LAs also continued to use the LA
pedagogy training course throughout the semester (Emenike et al., 2020). This model seems like
it could be a practical starting point to think about how to train OLTAs to integrate effective
affective support, in addition to cognitive and behavioral support. Developing and refining
training programs for OLTAs with specific outcomes of providing affective, behavioral, and
cognitive engagement support to their students will be key in ensuring OLTAs are properly
prepared to provide the necessary support students need to be academically successful.
Discussion
This review of the literature surrounding OLTAs’ abilities to support their students’
affective engagement uncovered four primary themes: (a) how peer support is defined in the
literature; (b) the move towards a peer mentoring approach to provide affective support for
online students; (c) OLTA integration of affective support with behavioral and cognitive support;
and (d) the importance of training OLTAs to effectively provide all needed support to students.
The overarching finding from this review is that these things are happening—however, up to this
point, the literature has failed to acknowledge how these things occur. While we can make
assumptions about what types of skills OLTAs need to effectively support their students both
mentally and emotionally, further research is needed to understand what types of interactions
between OLTAs and students best support students and what skills OLTAs need to be trained on
to be able to provide the needed support. The current research does not fully answer the core of
many of these issues. It is vital that we understand why and how specific types of interactions

REVIEW OF AFFECTIVE OLTA SUPPORT

23

occur between OLTAs and students and what skills OLTAs need to effectively help their
students succeed academically.
Implications for Research
To better understand how OLTAs interact with their students, more studies need to be
conducted regarding the role of OLTAs in online courses, such as looking at how often OLTAs
interact with students, what they do during their interactions with students, and how these
interactions support the needs of the students. Researchers should consider conducting
observations of OLTA-student interactions. This could help the field better understand the
quality of interactions between OLTAs and their students and the number of interactions OLTAs
tend to have with their students. Looking at OLTAs in different classes can also help understand
how an online OLTA’s role differs with the class subject, class level, and class size. Conducting
interviews with OLTAs will be another important step to further understanding their perceived
role as an OLTA and why they interact with students in the way that they do. This could also
help to know what characteristics or traits make a good OLTA.
It is also crucial that the field better understand what OLTAs need to be trained on to
fulfill their roles and responsibilities. More studies that test the effectiveness of OLTA training
programs can help us better understand the assigned roles of OLTAs to provide proper peer
support and how we can best train OLTAs to fulfill these roles in the online space. Researchers
may consider looking at different training programs, such as asynchronous versus synchronous,
online versus in-person, or institutional versus course-based training to understand the key
characteristics of successful and unsuccessful training programs. Looking at learning outcomes
associated with different training programs and determining the learning outcomes that lead to
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successful OLTA programs is also vital for the field to better understand the skills OLTAs need
to succeed.
Implications for Practice
Practitioners should strive to implement specific protocols and training programs for
OLTAs to prepare them for their responsibilities better and help them know how to respond and
interact with students according to their needs. If an institution has an online learning program,
administrators should consider developing a training program with specific outcomes that all
OLTAs are trained on, regardless of the class they are an OLTA for. This can help ensure that all
OLTAs within an online program are held to a standard representative of a program’s goals.
While the literature points to either peer mentors whose primary role is to provide
affective and behavioral support or TAs whose primary responsibility is to provide behavioral
and cognitive support to students in their online classes, I argue that online courses should seek
to provide a more well-rounded peer support model by combining the established roles of peer
mentors and TAs. Doing so can ensure that students receive the adequate support they need to
succeed in their online courses. The literature showed that OLTAs already tend to provide
affective support as they seek to help their students cognitively and behaviorally. Establishing
this as a specific role of OLTAs and providing them the proper training to fulfill this role, along
with their cognitive and behavioral support responsibilities, can help ensure OLTAs successfully
provide this support to students.
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Abstract
In this paper, we examine how universities can evaluate the level of support they provide to help
their students with affective, behavioral, and cognitive engagement in their online and blended
learning experiences. Additionally, it identifies what types of supports help students engage
academically and what barriers hinder their online engagement. Using a survey instrument sent
to university students (n=1295), we conducted a mixed-methods analysis to understand better
how students feel the institution supports their online engagement and what barriers they
experience. To accomplish this, we addressed the following research questions: (a) How do
students feel the institution supports their academic engagement for online and blended learning
(including affective, behavioral, and cognitive dimensions)? and (b) What are the barriers to
student academic engagement for online and blended learning at the institutional level? We used
the Academic Communities of Engagement (ACE) framework as a lens for understanding the
types of support institutions should provide in online and blended learning programs. While our
descriptive statistics revealed that students might not distinguish the types of support they
receive, the qualitative findings suggested they need more behavioral support. Our results also
showed that 31% of students reported they experienced three or more barriers to their learning,
which should be addressed when considering institutional support elements.
Keywords: learner engagement, online learning, blended learning, institutional support,
support for engagement
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Providing Institutional Support for Academic Engagement in
Online and Blended Learning Programs
Many researchers focus on student engagement, yet the field has not agreed on precisely
what student engagement is. A standard definition that many agree on is that student engagement
constitutes three dimensions: affective (emotional), behavioral (physical), and cognitive (mental)
(Fredricks et al., 2004; Henrie et al., 2015; Reschly & Christenson, 2012). Student engagement
has also correlated strongly with academic success (Macfarlane & Tomlinson, 2017; Skinner &
Pitzer, 2012), thus requiring that learning environments support student engagement (BenEliyahu et al., 2018; Halverson & Graham, 2019). Several studies suggest that interaction,
community, and relationships in a learning environment may support and even increase student
engagement (Garrison & Arbaugh, 2007; Pianta et al., 2012; Zhao & Kuh, 2004). Because of
these findings, many educational programs have tried to implement support structures to aid
student engagement (Ben-Eliyahu et al., 2018; Halverson & Graham, 2019; Lei et al., 2018;
Skinner et al., 2008).
There is usually a wide range of interventions and supports available to help students
engage in the learning process and succeed in school in traditional in-person classrooms (Martin
& Borup, 2022). Instructors often employ several strategies to increase student interaction with
each other, including smaller class sizes, peer tutors, and frequent small group activities
(Reschly, 2020). There are also strategies like increasing time on task, fostering positive
relationships between teachers and students, reinforcing positive behaviors, giving students more
control and autonomy, and ensuring content is appropriate for their abilities (Bowman-Perrott et
al., 2014; Reschly, 2020). The research has demonstrated that these strategies and methods are
effective in a traditional classroom. However, research on providing student engagement support
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in online and blended learning settings is sparse, even though blended learning is increasingly
being promoted for its engagement-enhancing capabilities (Archambault et al., 2022; Greenhow
et al., 2022; Halverson & Graham, 2019; Martin & Borup, 2022).
The COVID-19 pandemic revealed the necessity of many institutions adopting an
institutional plan to improve their online and blended learning programs and support for student
engagement in these environments (Greenhow et al., 2022; Shea et al., 2022). The Academic
Communities of Engagement (ACE) model (Borup et al., 2020) provides a framework for
supporting student engagement in online and blended learning environments. ACE suggests that
providing students with support from their course and personal communities can increase their
ability to engage in online and blended classrooms. Each community consists of actors
(supportive persons) with varying levels of expertise, experience, and skills to support students’
engagement in different modalities. Through the ACE model, institutions can evaluate students’
cognitive, behavioral, and affective engagement to uncover what additional supports a student
might need to succeed academically and how a student’s personal and course communities can
provide that support (Borup et al., 2020). If both communities provide active support, students
are more likely to achieve academic success.
The purpose of this study is twofold: (a) to examine how a university can evaluate the
level of support it is providing to help students with affective, behavioral, and cognitive
engagement in online and blended courses and (b) to understand what types of things enable
students to engage academically and what barriers there are that prevent students from engaging
academically. This study also provides a case example of a university assessing institutional
support for academic engagement to inform institutional decisions related to reducing barriers to
engagement and increasing support for engagement in online and blended coursework.
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This study will address the following research questions:
1. How do students feel the institution supports their academic engagement for online
and blended learning (including affective, behavioral, and cognitive dimensions)?
2. What are the barriers to student academic engagement for online and blended learning
at the institutional level?
Literature Review
In this literature review, we first provide context and a summary of student engagement
in light of the Academic Communities of Engagement (ACE) framework (Borup et al., 2020)
and justify its use as a model for this study. We also explore existing literature that addresses
models for institutional adoption of support to aid students’ ability to engage in online and
blended learning environments.
Academic Communities of Engagement (ACE) Framework
Student engagement is a vague term in educational literature with numerous
interpretations and definitions (Halverson & Graham, 2019; Henrie et al., 2015; Martin & Borup,
2022). Despite its nuanced definition, we understand that supporting student engagement is
central in online and blended courses, as these environments more easily lend themselves to
issues of isolation (McInnerney & Roberts, 2004), barriers to technology (de la Varre et al.,
2014), and the need for greater self-regulation (Greenhow et al., 2022; Michinov et al., 2011). A
focus on academic engagement in online and blended learning settings is central to the ACE
framework, which intends to clarify many issues associated with defining and measuring student
engagement. It also clearly describes the three dimensions of engagement—affective, behavioral,
and cognitive—and points out that each type of engagement may also exist independently

INSTITUTIONAL SUPPORT FOR ACADEMIC ENGAGEMENT

39

despite often being associated. The following are definitions of each type of engagement as
defined in the ACE (2020) model:
●

Affective Engagement: “The emotional energy associated with involvement in course
learning activities” (Borup et al., 2020, p. 813).

●

Behavioral Engagement: “The physical behaviors (energy) associated with the
completing course learning activity requirements” (Borup et al., 2020, p. 813).

●

Cognitive Engagement: “The mental energy exerted towards productive involvement
with course learning activities” (Borup et al., 2020, p. 813).

A student’s ability to engage affectively, behaviorally, and cognitively is determined by
facilitators (influences) of engagement (Martin & Borup, 2022; Skinner et al., 2008). A learner
may possess several facilitators that contribute to their success, including intrinsic motivation, an
interest in the subject matter, or the ability to self-regulate (Borup et al., 2020). Additionally, a
student’s ability to engage may stem from two other factors: (a) their course environment where
teachers use pedagogical strategies to directly or indirectly affect their ability to engage and (b)
their personal community, including family members, friends, and other associates (Archambault
et al., 2022; Borup et al., 2020; Oviatt et al., 2018; Roksa & Kinsley, 2019). The ACE
framework identifies how students engage and where they receive or lack adequate support from
facilitators to cultivate the engagement necessary to achieve academic success.
Communities of Support
The two types of communities identified in the ACE framework as sources of support for
student engagement are (a) the personal community and (b) the course community. While the
personal community consists of families, friends, and other associates outside of the school
environment that exists beyond the timeframe of the course (Abrami et al., 2011; Borup et al.,
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2020; Oviatt et al., 2018), course communities include actors embedded within a course,
including teachers, peers, and administrators (Archambault et al., 2022; Borup et al., 2020;
Harms et al., 2006). These course community actors are temporary, existing only during the
allotted time of the course. Despite their different actors, timeframes, and characteristics, these
communities play a unique role in supporting students (Borup et al., 2020).
Among the critical aspects of these distinctive communities are how communities can
support students, or what are known as the support elements. A support element differs from a
facilitator because it refers to the methods communities can employ to assist students instead of
the specifics of a supportive environment (Borup et al., 2020). While it is essential to understand
the definition and purpose of facilitators, support elements lead to actionable strategies that
support communities can implement to help students succeed academically.
Engagement Support Elements
It is important to identify specific support elements appropriate for different types of
student engagement so actors in students’ communities can assist their students. The ACE
Framework (Borup et al., 2020) defines support elements that influence engagement differently
and provides insight into how these support communities aid their students in engaging in online
learning (See Figure 1).
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Figure 1
Support Elements in the ACE Framework

Affective Support Elements
Affective support aligns with actors’ abilities to develop relationships and facilitate
communication (Archambault et al., 2022; Borup et al., 2020; Martin & Borup, 2022).
Additionally, it considers student self-efficacy, or how well a student expects to do in a course,
and how they value the course content (Bandura, 1977, 1986). The necessary level of affective
engagement may be challenging to reach if a student does not appreciate the course content or
does not expect to succeed in the course (Wigfield & Eccles, 2000). Online communication
requires a different skill set than in-person communication and can seem less personal (Borup &
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Stimson, 2019; McInnerney & Roberts, 2004). Thus, students who lack the skills or confidence
to communicate and build relationships online must have support. For example, some students
may need someone else to initiate conversations or be encouraged (Borup & Stimson, 2019). The
Community of Inquiry (CoI) framework (Garrison et al., 1999) stresses the importance of having
both social and teaching presences online; however, these alone do not foster the relationships
necessary for adequate affective engagement (Archer, 2010; Borup et al., 2020; Shea et al.,
2022). After establishing a social presence, the group members must become invested and
cultivate a community (Garrison et al., 1999). Organizing students into small groups is one of the
most effective ways to create this type of community online (Graham et al., 2019).
Behavioral Support Elements
Behavioral support elements include troubleshooting, coordinating, and monitoring
progress (Borup et al., 2020; de la Varre et al., 2014; Hillman et al., 1994; Martin & Borup,
2022). Borup et al. (2020) noted that these elements do not directly relate to mastering the
content but are often necessary to assist students in fully engaging in the learning process. This
support element becomes vital with the added complexity of online and blended courses. de la
Varre et al. (2014) noted that one of the primary reasons students drop out of online classes is a
lack of familiarity with the course platforms and technologies. Students may also need support to
organize their physical learning spaces, learn self-regulation strategies, and minimize
distractions. Students often have greater control of their learning in online and blended learning
settings, but this can also mean they are more likely to procrastinate, negatively impacting their
performance (Michinov et al., 2011). The flexibility of online and blended courses makes
monitoring progress an integral element for keeping students on track (Borup, 2015).
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Cognitive Support Elements
In the ACE framework, instruction and collaboration contribute to cognitive engagement.
Instruction occurs when people share knowledge that allows students to acquire new skills and
understanding (Borup et al., 2020; Martin & Borup, 2022). Instruction can include presenting
material, summarizing content, eliciting feedback, sharing resources, and clarifying
misunderstandings (Anderson et al., 2001). Individuals with knowledge in specific content areas
can offer subject-specific instruction, while those without knowledge can still provide general
instruction, such as feedback (Borup et al., 2020).
Students collaborate when they work together “to co-construct knowledge that neither
had previously or to develop a product they could not have created individually” (Borup et al.,
2020, p. 816). Even though many online courses have emphasized flexibility at the expense of
teamwork, students’ collaboration is considered a crucial component of good online instruction
(Graham et al., 2019). While collaboration has been more prevalent in blended or traditional
classrooms, many collaboration tools are becoming available and commonplace in online
courses, such as social annotation and synchronous and asynchronous video.
Perceptions of Support Elements
According to Conceição and Lehman (2016), online learners perceive self-care,
institutional support, friends, family, peers, and instructors as crucial supports to being engaged
affectively, behaviorally, and cognitively. Although students emphasized the need for
instructors’ presence, they also felt that having a network of instructors, family, and friends was
equally valuable (Conceição & Lehman, 2016). In another study, students in an online doctoral
program considered faculty, mentors, family members, and coworkers as sources of support, but
these support groups also occasionally inhibited their engagement (Brown, 2017). By examining
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student perceptions of the support that they receive through the ACE framework, we can identify
the best methods and strategies institutions can adopt to facilitate these support elements to
increase student engagement and achievement in online and blended courses.
Institutional Adoption for Supporting Student Engagement
After identifying these support elements, programs may need to adopt a specific plan at
the institutional level to ensure the critical support elements for engagement are in place and
accessible to all students (Graham et al., 2013; Porter et al., 2014). Providing support for student
engagement at the institutional level can prove critical for the success of online learning
programs. Casanovas (2011) argued that when individual instructors implement online or
blended learning strategies separate from the institution, there is often a gap in the growth of a
program, even if both the institution and the individual instructor favor an online or blended
learning approach. Additionally, Casanovas (2010) pointed out that adoption models of online or
blended learning programs usually focus on individual adoption without explaining how to
accomplish institutional adoption. However, having a well-defined vision and strategy at the
institutional level is crucial to adopting a program initiative (Garrison & Kanuka, 2004; Graham
et al., 2013). Embedding academic support within an institution’s online or blended learning
program can help ensure no disparities between courses and that all students have equal access to
the support they need to succeed academically.
Methods
In this section, we discuss this research study’s participants and their setting’s context.
We discuss our research design, including data collection methods, analysis, limitations, and
ethical considerations.
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Participants and Setting
The participants for this study (n=1295) were students at a university in Colombia in
2021. At the beginning of the Fall 2021 semester, enrolled students at the university were asked
to take an optional survey to reflect on their experience in their online and blended courses from
the previous semester. The 1295 students that responded to the survey came from various degree
programs and specialties and represented 14.2% of the university population.
This South American university is a private, non-profit higher education institution with
High-Quality Accreditation Status awarded by the Ministry of Education of Colombia. It serves
the people of Colombia and has an academic offer of 109 programs at the undergraduate and
graduate levels organized into eight colleges: Economics, Administrative and Accounting
Sciences; Social Sciences; Humanities and Arts; Legal and Political Sciences; Health Sciences;
Engineering; and Technical and Technological Studies. Following the principles of autonomy,
harmony, knowledge, and citizenship, this university aims to innovate in educational processes,
influenced by creativity, digital transformation, and research, aligned with the United Nations
Sustainable Development Goals (SDG). Although it delivers most academic programs in person,
the university has an enduring tradition of online programs. It seeks to transform its offer toward
blended learning in alignment with Decree 1330 of the Ministry of Education (Decreto 1330,
2019).
Due to the COVID-19 pandemic, the university shut down all in-person activity in 2020.
Like many other schools and universities across the globe, the university began offering virtual
courses. Their goal was to provide learning experiences enhanced by technology and have
flexible and adaptable academic environments. By the spring semester of 2021, the university
offered courses in various modalities, including blended, live remote delivery, and online
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asynchronous courses. The university became interested in better understanding students’
abilities to engage in multiple online modalities to improve and offer classes in each of these
modalities even after the pandemic.
Data Collection
The data in this study were collected via survey to better understand current student needs
and university efforts to support student engagement in online and blended teaching modalities
(see Appendix A). In this paper, we focus on barriers students experienced in online/blended
courses and their perceptions of the university’s support to support their engagement. The survey
was developed, translated into Spanish, piloted with students, and overseen by university
administrative stakeholders. The survey items asked students questions relating to academic
success, academic engagement, and academic support for engagement as defined in the ACE
framework. It also included a section with questions regarding students’ demographic
information. It concluded with an open-ended question for students to leave any additional
comments they wanted to share on how the university could better support their academic
engagement in their online and hybrid courses.
To test basic reliability for the overall survey, Cronbach’s Alpha was 0.969, which is
very high. The survey data set was too large to analyze and report on with one academic paper.
Another paper that is in progress contains details of the psychometric properties of the
instrument and model using CFA analysis, but that reporting is beyond the scope and purpose of
this article. Table 1 shows the specific data we used from the survey to answer our research
questions and address the purposes of this study.
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Table 1
Data Collected From the University Survey
Data Collected

Description

Students’ perception of the
institutional support they received
to help them engage academically
in their online and blended learning
courses

Questions about the support community at the university
(e.g., instructors, advisors, classmates) (See survey items
in Appendix A)

Student reporting on external
barriers related to demographic
conditions

External Barriers Data

● Affective Engagement Support (9 items)
● Behavioral Engagement Support (9 items)
● Cognitive Engagement Support (6 items)

(See survey items in Appendix A)
● transportation
● internet access
● computer access
● affordable housing
● technical support
● family environment
● work schedule

Open-Ended Question

Question about how the university can better support
students’ academic engagement in online/blended
environments.

Data Analysis
To analyze the data, we used descriptive statistics to represent the quantitative findings.
We also conducted a qualitative thematic analysis of the open-ended question using AttrideStirling’s (2001) approach to organizing findings into thematic networks. See Table 2 for an
overview of our data analysis.
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Table 2
Research Questions, Data Collected, and Data Analysis Methods
Research Question

Data Collected

Data Analysis

RQ #1: How do students feel
the institution is supporting
their Academic Engagement
for online and blended
learning (including Affective,
Behavioral, and Cognitive
dimensions)?

24 statements asking students
to rate their agreement with
the level of institutional
support they received to help
them engage academically
within each type of
engagement:
● affective (9 items)
● behavioral (9 items)
● cognitive (6 items)

Descriptive statistics of
averages of each type of
support for academic
engagement (affective,
behavioral, cognitive).

RQ #2: What are the barriers External Barriers Data
and enablers to student
● transportation
academic engagement for
● internet access
online and blended learning at
● computer access
the institutional level?
● affordable housing
● technical support
● family environment
● work schedule
Open-Ended Question: Please
share any comments or ideas
you have about how the
university can better support
your academic engagement in
online/blended environments.

Descriptive statistics of
barriers survey data.

Qualitative thematic analysis
using Attride-Stirling (2001)
procedure.

Descriptive Statistics
In our quantitative analysis, we report means, standard deviations, and some percentages.
This basic analysis helped us understand how well students felt the university supported their
academic engagement in three dimensions: affective engagement, behavioral engagement, and
cognitive engagement (Borup et al., 2020). It also helped us understand which barriers students
were facing and the relative influence of individual barriers.
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Thematic Analysis of an Open-Ended Question
Our qualitative thematic analysis helped us better understand the barriers students faced
regarding receiving engagement support from the institution. We initially open-coded each
response and grouped common codes into organizing themes. We further grouped these
organizing themes into global themes according to the various dimensions of academic
engagement (affective, behavioral, and cognitive) and any other significant categories that came
out in the responses unrelated to the types of engagement. One researcher coded all the answers
first and developed a coding structure. A second researcher then independently coded the
responses using the same coding structure the first researcher developed. They found that they
had a 97% interrater agreement among the global codes. After both researchers independently
coded the data, they discussed and agreed on any discrepancies.
Ethical Considerations
Partners at the university underwent an ethical review process at their institution. Other
researchers received archival data to analyze that had no personally identifiable information.
Results
We organized the results according to the two research questions we addressed in this
study.
Question #1: How Do Students Feel the Institution is Supporting Their Academic
Engagement for Online and Blended Learning (Including Affective, Behavioral, and
Cognitive Dimensions)?
The survey included 12 statements that asked students to rate their agreement with their
perceived level of personal academic engagement in their online and blended courses within
each type of indicator for engagement: Affective (4 items), Behavioral (4 items), and Cognitive
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(4 items). Results showed that the average for student engagement was about the same, with
affective engagement somewhat lower than behavioral and cognitive engagement (see Table 3).
Table 3
Average of Each Type of Academic Engagement (scale: 1=strongly disagree (not engaged) to
6=strongly agree (engaged); n=1295)
Engagement Type

Mean

SD

Affective

3.9

1.6

Behavioral

4.2

1.4

Cognitive

4.3

1.4

The survey then included 24 statements asking students to rate their agreement with the
level of institutional support they received to help them engage academically within each type of
engagement: Affective (9 items), Behavioral (9 items), Cognitive (6 items). The results were
consistent with students’ perceived engagement levels (See Table 4).
Table 4
Averages of Each Type of Support for Academic Engagement (scale: 1=strongly disagree (does
not support engagement) to 6=strongly agree (supports engagement); n=1295)
Support for
Engagement Type

Mean

SD

Affective

4.2

1.4

Behavioral

4.3

1.4

Cognitive

4.3

1.4
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Students rated their agreement with the level of specific support they received in subcategories
within each primary category (affective, behavioral, cognitive). In each subcategory, the mean
was about the same (4.3–4.5), possibly indicating that students generally feel well supported
across engagement types or do not differentiate between different types of support (see Table 5,
Table 6, and Table 7). Within the affective engagement indicator, students rated their agreement
with the level of support they received regarding facilitating communication (3 items),
developing relationships (3 items), and instilling excitement for learning (2 items; see Table 5).
Table 5
Descriptive Statistics of Affective Support Elements (scale: 1=strongly disagree (does not
support engagement) to 6=strongly agree (supports engagement); n=1295)
Affective Support 1
Elements

2

3

4

5

6

Mean

SD

Facilitating
Communication
(3 items)

4%

7%

16%

23%

26%

24%

4.3

1.4

Developing
Relationships (3
items)

6%

8%

16%

21%

25%

24%

4.2

1.5

Instilling
Excitement for
Learning (3
items)

6%

6%

16%

24%

25%

23%

4.2

1.5

For behavioral engagement, students rated their agreement with the level of support they
received for troubleshooting and orienting (3 items), organizing and managing their coursework
(3 items), and monitoring and encouraging progress (3 items) (see Table 6).
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Table 6
Descriptive Statistics of Behavioral Support Elements (scale: 1=strongly disagree (does not
support engagement) to 6=strongly agree (supports engagement)) (n=1295)
Behavioral
1
Support Elements

2

3

4

5

6

Mean

SD

Troubleshooting
and Orienting (3
items)

5%

6%

15%

24%

26%

24%

4.3

1.4

Organizing and
Managing (3
items)

4%

7%

17%

25%

25%

22%

4.3

1.4

Monitoring and
Encouraging
Progress (3
items)

4%

5%

14%

22%

26%

29%

4.5

1.4

For cognitive engagement, students rated their agreement with the level of support they
received in instruction (3 items) and collaborating (3 items) (see Table 7).
Table 7
Descriptive Statistics of Cognitive Support Elements (scale: 1=strongly disagree (does not
support engagement) to 6=strongly agree (supports engagement)) (n=1295)
Cognitive
1
Support Elements

2

3

4

5

6

Mean

SD

Instructing (3
items)

5%

6%

17%

24%

25%

23%

4.3

1.4

Collaborating (3
items)

5%

7%

15%

24%

25%

24%

4.3

1.4

In Table 5, Table 6, and Table 7 (above), very few students were extremely unhappy with
the support they received in the areas of affective, behavioral, and cognitive support, but about
one-quarter of the students scored a three or lower. This number is still too large for university
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stakeholders to be content with, which provides evidence that we must dig deeper into the
barriers students are facing to better understand what causes dissatisfaction among some
students.
Question #2: What Are the Barriers to Student Academic Engagement for Online and
Blended Learning at the Institutional Level?
Descriptive Statistics
The survey also asked students to report on the external barriers that they experience as
university students in online and blended courses that prevent them from fully engaging
academically. Their reported barriers included transportation, internet access, computer access,
affordable housing, technical support, family environment, and work schedule. The primary
purpose for asking students about these barriers was to understand how the university can better
support students to engage academically in their online and blended courses. Table 8 shows how
many students rated each type of barrier and the level of barrier it was for them. Transportation
appeared to be the greatest barrier, with 442 (34%) participants rating it between 4–6 on the scale
(see Table 8).
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Table 8
Descriptive Statistics of Barriers (scale: 1=not a barrier to 6=high barrier; n=1295)
Barrier

1

2

3

4

5

6

Mean

SD

Transportation

42%

12%

12%

13%

10%

11%

2.7

1.8

Internet
Access/Speed

33%

18%

16%

16%

10%

7%

2.7

1.6

Affordable
Housing

53%

9%

11%

9%

7%

11%

2.3

1.8

Technical
Support

42%

16%

16%

13%

8%

5%

2.5

1.6

Work Schedule
Complications

57%

9%

8%

9%

8%

9%

2.3

1.7

Family
Environment

48%

13%

13%

10%

9%

7%

2.4

1.7

Computer
Access

52%

14%

10%

9%

8%

7%

2.3

1.6

Overall, the mean for each barrier is fairly low, which may indicate that for the majority
of students, these barriers do not inhibit their ability to engage in their learning. However, 66%
of all participants experienced at least one barrier as a student. In comparison, almost half (46%)
of participants indicated they experienced more than one barrier as a student, and 31%
experienced three or more barriers (See Table 9).
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Students With Multiple Barriers (n=1295)
# of Barriers Reported

# of Students

% of Students

0

436

34%

1

262

20%

2

194

15%

3

129

10%

4

97

8%

5

72

6%

6

49

3%

7

56

4%

Qualitative Findings
The thematic network that we developed through qualitative analysis is presented in
Figure 2.
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Thematic Network
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The findings from the qualitative thematic analysis are presented in Table 10. Participant
responses to the open-ended question: “Please share any comments or ideas you have about how
the university can better support your academic engagement in online/blended environments”
were coded into organizing themes and then grouped into global codes based on the type of
support they needed. The global codes included affective engagement, behavioral engagement,
cognitive engagement, course offerings, positive comments, and “other.” 291 (22.4%) of the
comments indicated a need for greater support for behavioral engagement, and 241 (18.6%)
requested greater support for cognitive engagement, while only 161 (12.4%) of codes indicated a
need for support for affective engagement (see Table 10).
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Table 10
Number and Example of Each Type of Global Support Code
Global Support
Code

Total codes
n=1295

Organizing Themes

Example Codes

Affective
Engagement

161 (12.4%)

Awareness/empathy,
communication,
extracurricular activities,
mental health support,
student support

● Improve understanding of
unexpected events that often
occur. All students do not have
excellent internet quality, for
example, and teachers could be
more empathetic.
● Having better communication
with new students so they feel
confident to participate.

Behavioral
Engagement

291 (22.4%)

Financial support,
flexibility, on-campus
spaces, scheduling,
technical support,
technology, transportation

● Increase the hours in which
classes can be accessed.
● Provide students with tools to
access classes, such as computers
or transportation.

Cognitive
Engagement

241 (18.6%)

Instructor presence,
outside collaboration,
quality, teacher training,
teaching methods, tutoring

● Create and adapt learning
strategies and methodology for
effectively teaching and learning
in the hybrid environment.
● Make the classes more dynamic.
Since they simply show a few
slides, students can easily stop
paying attention.

Course Offerings

169 (13.1%)

Continue hybrid, continue
in-person, continue
teleclasses, continue
virtual, discontinue
teleclasses, multiple
modalities

● Continue promoting hybrid
environments.
● It is better to continue in-person.
● I would like the university to
continue offering the virtual
modality
● The teleclass option seems
uncomfortable and does not
work. It is better if the class is
virtual or face-to-face.

Positive Comment

167 (13.0%)

No additional
insight

266 (20.5%)

● It seems to me that everything is
fine.
No comment, comment
offers no additional insight

● I have no suggestions.

Within the category of affective engagement, 74 (46%) of the comments regarded the
need for more awareness and empathy for individual student circumstances, and 41 (25%)
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discussed the need for more general student support that is easily accessible to students. 20
(13%) of respondents also indicated the need for better mental health support in the university
community (see Table 11).
Table 11
Organizing Themes for Affective Engagement (n=161)
Organizing Theme Description

Total codes
n=161

Example Codes

Awareness/
empathy

Be more aware and
considerate of individual
student circumstances

74 (46%)

Kindness and empathy on the part of
some teachers in their classes.

Communication

Have more constant
communication between
university and students; have
an easy way for students to
communicate with the
university

15 (9%)

Create more efficient channels for
sending information.

Extracurricular
activities

Provide extracurricular
11 (7%)
activities and opportunities to
socialize on campus

The university can help improve
academic engagement in hybrid /
virtual environments with recreational
activities that help clear the mind
during study time because visual and
intellectual fatigue are intensified
virtually.

Mental health
support

Provide student support for
issues of mental health that is
easily accessible to all
students

20 (13%)

Provide more personal psychological
assistance to students with constant
failure because many times it is due to
psychological illnesses such as
anxiety or depression.

Student support

Provide general student
support at the universitylevel that is easily accessible
to all students

41 (25%)

Monitor situations for students with
difficulties.

The most prominent codes in the behavioral engagement category were technology and
flexibility, with 69 (24%) of comments addressing the need for improved technology on campus,
and 65 (22%) comments regarding the need for greater flexibility with assignments and due dates
in online and blended courses (see Table 12).
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Table 12
Organizing Themes for Behavioral Engagement (n=291)
Organizing Theme

Description

Total codes
n=291

Example Codes

Financial support

Provide financial support in
the form of additional
scholarships, tuition support,
food stamps, etc.

37 (13%)

Provide more financial support for
lower-income students.

Flexibility

Provide greater flexibility with
assignment due dates,
assignment types, times class
is given etc. for online/blended
learning courses

65 (22%)

I think being able to have a little more
flexibility in due dates could help since
sometimes personal conflicts or losses
are happening in these difficult times.

On-campus spaces

Create spaces on-campus to
study, login to virtual classes,
socialize, etc.

24 (8%)

The university could open study spaces
to improve learning.

Scheduling

Improve the scheduling of
classes and programs

53 (18%)

Maybe not doing such crazy schedules,
because I have class from 6 pm to 9 pm
and the truth is, it is a bit much.

Technical support

Provide computers, access to
internet, and troubleshooting
for university students

25 (9%)

Provide more support to those people
who do not have an Internet service
suitable for connection to classes.

Technology

Improve technology
functionalities provided by the
university

69 (24%)

Improve the computer conditions in the
computer classrooms since many
students have face-to-face classes and
then a virtual class, and the university
assigned the computer areas to be able
to connect, but neither the camera nor
the microphones work.

Transportation

Provide transportation
assistance

18 (6%)

Regarding transportation, the university
should provide transportation for
students that covers more parts of the
city to be able to get to school.

Over half of the responses within the cognitive engagement category (66%) addressed the
need for different teaching methods in the online and blended course environments. In addition,
41 (17%) of respondents wished they had better-trained teachers to teach in the online and
blended settings (See Table 13).
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Table 13
Organizing Themes for Cognitive Engagement (n=241)
Organizing
Theme

Description

Total codes
n=241

Example Codes

Instructor
presence

Have greater instructor
presence in the online
and blended courses

9 (4%)

The professors’ consultation
hours should be published, and
they should normally be
available during that time.
Additionally, they should be
available for more than just one
hour a week for students to come
to receive help.

Outside
collaboration

Collaborate with other
organizations outside of
the university to provide
opportunities for the
students

3 (1%)

Involve the participation of
outside entities that can give us a
vision of the issues that are being
discussed in our field. Before the
pandemic, when there was an
opportunity, business visits were
made. In the hybrid/virtual
environment, videoconferences
could be held with companies to
discuss these issues in a more
practical environment.

Quality

Improve the quality of
the online and blended
classes

3 (1%)

Improve the quality of virtual
classes to match the academic
rigor.

Teacher training Train teachers on how to
instruct in online and
blended learning settings

41 (17%)

Better train teachers for the
hybrid and virtual environments
so that learning in virtual classes
is not impaired.

Teaching
methods

Use teaching methods
specific to online and
blended learning settings

159 (66%)

Use other models of teaching that
not only favor those who are in
person so that those remotely do
not feel excluded.

Tutoring

Provide tutoring services

26 (11%)

Provide spaces for feedback and
tutoring on subjects in addition to
the teachers’ office hours.
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Concerning course offerings, participants had varying opinions regarding which type of
course modalities should be offered. However, 101 (60%) of respondents suggested that most
courses fully return to the in-person modality (See Table 14).
Table 14
Organizing Themes for Course Offerings (n=169)
Organizing
Theme

Description

Total codes
n=169

Example Codes

Continue hybrid Continue offering hybrid
classes

13 (7%)

Continue promoting hybrid
environments.

Continue inperson

Continue offering inperson classes and move
towards making all
classes in-person again

101 (60%)

The university should take
seriously the option of returning
to classrooms in person, thus
contributing to learning.

Continue
teleclasses

Continue offering
teleclasses

5 (3%)

Enable more teleclasses.

Continue virtual Continue offering virtual
classes

23 (14%)

I would like the University to
continue offering the virtual
modality for future semesters.

Discontinue
teleclasses

Discontinue offering
teleclasses

5 (3%)

On a personal level, the
teleclasses are not good, the
sound is bad, the experience is
bad, and it is better understood in
total virtual or total face-to-face,
but teleclass is not understood at
all.

Multiple
modalities

Continue offering classes
in the variety of
modalities (in-person,
virtual, teleclasses,
hybrid)

22 (13%)

Having the option to enroll in a
subject in hybrid or virtual seems
perfect to me.

Both the barrier data and the open-ended responses indicate that the students focused
mainly on the need for improvement in support of behavioral engagement. Finding ways to
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further eliminate each type of barrier and provide increased support within each domain
(affective, behavioral, cognitive) should also be considered.
Discussion
The central purpose of this study was to better understand how institutions may support
university students’ academic engagement in online and blended courses, identify barriers that
exist for university students in online and blended courses, and what institutional support can be
provided to mitigate these barriers for students. The study results reveal that most students
experience barriers, and many experience more than one barrier. Following the guidelines
provided by the ACE framework, institutions can potentially alleviate many of these barriers by
implementing specific support systems for their students in online and blended courses.
Significant takeaways from the findings of this study include:
●

Transportation and internet access were the most common barriers that students
experience. Universities with similar barriers may want to first focus on behavioral
engagement support and ensure all students have the access they need to have the
ability to engage academically in online and blended courses.

●

The greatest need for affective support is more empathy and understanding from
instructors and faculty.

●

Proper teaching methods for online and blended learning settings are vital to helping
students be able to engage cognitively in online and blended learning courses.

One observation from these findings is that while this study focused on the university as a
whole, it may be essential for universities and learning programs to look at different types of
learners within a student population to develop adequate learning support. For example, while
there was no significant difference between the students’ perceptions of the different types of
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support (affective, behavioral, cognitive) they receive from the institution, the standard
deviations in each area seem large. This result could indicate that there is a wide variance in what
students are experiencing at the university. Rather than focus on the entire student population, it
may be more beneficial to understand specific types of students or learning contexts that are less
academically engaged than the university as a whole. The findings also revealed that many
students experience multiple barriers to fully engaging in online and blended learning courses. A
large portion of students experience multiple barriers, while others experience only one or no
barrier to their learning. Understanding the specific situations of students experiencing these
different levels of barriers is crucial. It may be one-way practitioners can work towards
providing institutional support that fits the needs of the different groups, rather than aiming for a
“one-size-fits-all” approach.
Institutions may consider looking at the average scores of students experiencing two or
more barriers to understand their situation better. Understanding this information would help a
university or learning program know how to focus their energy on improving the institutional
support for academic engagement for more specific demographics rather than focusing
everywhere at once (Garrison & Kanuka, 2004; Graham et al., 2013; Porter et al., 2014; Tate &
Warschauer, 2022). Understanding these barriers through the lens of the ACE framework can
also help practitioners determine concrete solutions to eliminate many of these barriers and
enable students to become more fully engaged in the online and blended course modalities
(Borup et al., 2020).
A second observation from these findings is that behavioral engagement support seems to
be the most needed type of support to help students overcome the most prevalent barriers of this
study. The need for behavioral engagement support was the most extensive global code in our
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thematic network—many student responses corresponded with the types of barriers they
experienced. Student responses indicated a need for greater financial support, greater flexibility
in scheduling, technical assistance, and transportation assistance. These suggestions from
students align with many of the barriers they were experiencing, such as difficulty finding
affordable housing, difficulty getting transportation to school, challenges with the internet, and
lack of technology and resources. Students need to be behaviorally engaged before they can
engage cognitively and affectively. Behavioral engagement gives students the skills to access an
online course and know how to navigate it (Borup et al., 2020; de la Varre et al., 2014). As such,
an institution’s top priority for providing academic engagement support to students could first be
to ensure that all students are behaviorally engaged. The ACE framework gives practical
suggestions for supporting this type of engagement, including troubleshooting, monitoring
progress, organizing physical learning spaces, learning self-regulation strategies, and minimizing
distractions (Borup et al., 2020; Hendrix & Degner 2016; Michinov et al., 2011; Repetto et al.
2010).
An additional observation the thematic analysis revealed is that students not only lack
support for behavioral engagement, but cognitive and affective engagement as well. As noted in
the findings, 74% of the responses regarding affective support indicated a greater need for more
awareness and empathy regarding student circumstances. Research on affective engagement
shows that this is a critical component of fully engaging academically (Bandura, 1977, 1986;
Borup et al., 2020; Wigfield & Eccles, 2000). Universities can primarily support this by
facilitating effective online communication (Borup et al., 2020), which often requires a different
skill set than in-person communication (Borup & Stimson, 2019; McInnerney & Roberts, 2004).
Additionally, students indicated a need for easier access to general student support services and
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mental health resources. As Garrison et al. (1999) note, cultivating a community online is key to
providing this affective support.
Regarding cognitive engagement, participants’ most prominent need was teaching
methods specific to online and blended learning, as well as instructors who are better trained in
online and blended learning modalities to teach these classes. We know from online and blended
learning research that proper teaching methods and techniques are critical for the success of this
type of learning. Improving the quality of online and blended courses and ensuring instructors
are properly trained to teach these types of classes could significantly influence the ability of
students to engage cognitively with the material (Graham et al., 2019; Lalonde, 2020). Last,
participants’ suggestion for courses to return face-to-face most likely supports the previous
findings that there is not currently adequate support for these types of classes. While there may
be specific courses better suited for the traditional face-to-face teaching model, implementing the
proper support at the institutional level for online and blended courses could mitigate many of
the issues and barriers students are experiencing in these classes.
Limitations
This study includes some limitations. First, because the survey instrument was voluntary,
we only received responses from a portion of the university’s student population. The results
may not be fully representative of the entire study body. Likewise, the results may also not be
representative of other universities. Because each university has unique needs, it may be difficult
to generalize these specific results and suggestions and apply them to different settings. For
example, the barriers students reported on are particular to the needs of students in this region
and may not directly apply to all other areas of the world. Instead, this study can serve as a
model for other universities to follow to find the unique needs of their students. An additional
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limitation may be the lack of in-depth qualitative data. Because this study focused on covering
breadth instead of depth, we may need more qualitative data to understand better the barriers
students face in their online and blended courses and how institutions can provide adequate
support.
Conclusions
The main objective of this study was to understand how institutions support university
students’ academic engagement in online and blended courses (RQ1) and identify the barriers
that may exist for university students in online and blended courses (RQ2) in order to better
understand how institutional support may alleviate these barriers. Our findings revealed that
students generally feel adequately supported by their institution; however, there are still several
students that lack the necessary support they need to succeed academically in their online and
blended courses. To understand how to support these students, we must first understand the
barriers they are experiencing that inhibit them from fully engaging academically. Our data have
shown that students are experiencing barriers to their learning, with many experiencing more
than one obstacle. There is insufficient institutional support for many to overcome these barriers
and engage fully in online and blended learning.
Implications for Practitioners
Following the guidelines provided by the ACE framework (Borup et al., 2020)
institutions can alleviate many of these barriers by implementing specific support systems for
their students’ online and blended courses. While the findings may not apply directly to other
universities whose students experience different barriers, this study can serve as a model for
administrators and institutions to use to learn how to better support students in online and
blended courses at the institutional level.
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Implications for Future Research
To better understand how institutions can support students in online and blended learning
environments, future research should look more in-depth at learners with specific barriers. This
could help institutions know exactly what causes certain barriers in different types of learners
and uncover more specific solutions for mitigating those barriers for particular populations.
Other groups of students that researchers may want to investigate include students’ areas of
study, school level, gender, age, and social class. Understanding each of these different groups
and how they experience barriers may also reveal insights that could help institutions know how
to support all types of learners. Additional qualitative studies would also be beneficial to better
understand students’ experiences and specific needs of different types of students with varying
levels of barriers.
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Appendix
Article 2 Instruments
Survey Instrument
Questions about support community at the university (e.g., instructors, advisors, classmates)
STEM: I have a support community at the university (e.g., instructors, advisors, classmates) that
can help me to… (1=strongly disagree to 6=strongly agree)
Affective Support Elements

Survey Items

Facilitating Communication

● feel comfortable communicating with others
(e.g., instructors, advisors, classmates) online.
● have opportunities to communicate with others
online.
● use a variety of online technologies to
communicate with others (i.e., synchronously
and asynchronously).

Developing relationships

● feel accepted by others while learning online.
● feel like an important part of the online learning
community.
● develop relationships with others (e.g.,
instructors, advisors, classmates) online.

Instilling excitement for learning

● enjoy online learning activities.
● get excited to learn new things in my online
learning experiences.
● increase my interests in the subjects/topics I am
learning online.

STEM: Rate your agreement with the following statements about your online learning
experience this past academic year . . . (1=strongly disagree to 6=strongly agree)
Behavioral Support Elements
Troubleshooting and Orienting

Survey Items
● troubleshoot technological issues related to my
online learning.
● learn the digital platforms I need to be successful
in my online learning experience.
● know what it takes to be successful in online
learning experiences.
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Organizing and Managing

● develop time-management skills for online
learning
● use online technologies to track projects and due
dates.
● learn how to keep my online environment
organized.

Monitoring and Encouraging
Progress

● keep working on my online assignments even
when it’s difficult.
● meet online assignment deadlines.
● recover following academic setbacks such as
missing assignments or getting a poor grade.

STEM: Rate your agreement with the following statements about your online learning
experience this past academic year . . . (1=strongly disagree to 6=strongly agree)
Cognitive Support Elements

Survey Items

Instructing

● learn new concepts online in a way that I can
understand.
● find answers to difficult concepts when I have
questions related to online learning activities.
● get useful feedback on my online assignments.

Collaborating

● work with others to understand online course
material.
● collaborate with others to complete a course
assignment online.
● learn from online interactions with others.

External Barriers Data
STEM: Identify how much of a barrier each of the following are to your participation in your
online learning . . . (Scale: 0=no barrier to 6=very large barrier)
●
●
●
●
●
●
●

Transportation difficulties (cost, access, travel time, etc.)
Internet access/speed in my home
Access to a good computer
Access to affordable housing in the metropolitan area
Access to technical support
Family environment (childcare, care for parents, etc.)
Work schedule complications
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Abstract
In this paper, we examine how online teaching assistants (OLTAs) at a higher education
institution interact with their students to provide affective and behavioral support in addition to
cognitive support. Additionally, we identify how a training course for OLTAs provided by the
institution’s online program influences how OLTAs interact with their students. Using a tracking
instrument and semi-structured interviews with 10 OLTAs, we conducted a mixed-methods
analysis to understand better how university students are being supported in their online classes
through the quantity and quality of interactions with their OLTAs, and how OLTA training
contributes to these interactions. To accomplish this, we addressed the following research
questions: (1) How do OLTAs support learners in both the quantity and quality of their
interactions? and (2) How does OLTA training around affective and behavioral learner support
influence OLTA interactions with students? We used the Academic Communities of
Engagement (ACE) framework as a lens for identifying the types of support online OLTAs
should be offering their students. Our results indicated that OLTAs often provide affective and
behavioral support to students in addition to cognitive support, but the amount and quality of
these interactions vary across OLTAs. The findings also revealed that the training program had
influenced many OLTAs, but there is still a disconnect regarding defining the OLTA’s role.
Keywords: online learning, teaching assistant, peer support, student engagement,
institutional support, support for engagement
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Using the Academic Communities of Engagement Framework as a
Model to Provide Support for Student Engagement Through
Student Interactions With Online Teaching Assistants
People generally agree that students must engage in their education to succeed
academically (Macfarlane & Tomlinson, 2017; Skinner & Pitzer, 2012). This statement is even
more emphasized for online education, as students are naturally required to have more autonomy
and self-regulation in their learning (Moore, 1989). Some may perceive online learning as less
engaging than the traditional face-to-face model (Garrison, 2009; Gill et al., 2015). However,
this perception is usually incorrect as technological advancements, and theoretical frameworks
for facilitating online interactions (Garrison et al., 1999; Kimmons et al., 2020) have made
engaging online with peers and instructors much easier and broadly accessible. However, it can
still be easy for students in online courses to fall into a pattern of disengagement if a course does
not have the proper support structures in place.
Teaching assistants (TAs) are typically involved in higher education courses to support
teachers and students. Traditionally, the purpose of TAs was to provide instructional support to
teachers and perform administrative tasks, such as grading student work (Blouin & Moss, 2015;
Boman, 2013; Park, 2004; Parker et al., 2015). Training and preparing TAs for their
responsibilities primarily focused on sound teaching strategies and content knowledge (Parker et
al., 2015). However, as TAs perform their job for online courses, they are often asked to take on
a more comprehensive role in online classes beyond just teaching and grading (Barnett & Te
Wiata, 2020; Crowley-Cyr & Hevers, 2021; Dang et al., 2019; Lin & Yang, 2013; Sansone et al.
2018; Sieminski et al., 2016). As they take on a more extensive set of tasks, we must understand
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how they interact with and support their students so we can best train them for the work they are
required to do and ensure online students are receiving adequate support.
The Academic Communities of Engagement (ACE) theoretical framework (Borup et al.,
2020) defines the types of engagement—affective, behavioral, and cognitive—that students need
to engage in to achieve academic success in an online or blended environment. It also defines
and measures different support elements that their community actors (supportive persons) can
provide to help support each type of engagement. This framework would be an appropriate way
to better understand the types of interactions online teaching assistants (OLTAs) engage in with
their students and what type of engagement these interactions support. Understanding this can
help institutions know how to best train and prepare their OLTAs to provide the needed support
for students to be academically successful.
Statement of the Purpose
The purpose of this study is to (1) understand the types of interactions OLTAs engage in
with their students to support them and how frequently these interactions occur and (2) to
understand what components of an OLTA training program influence how OLTAs interact with
their students, especially regarding affective and behavioral support.
Research Questions
This study will address the following research questions:
1. How do OLTAs support learners in both the quantity and quality of their
interactions?
2. How does OLTA training around affective and behavioral learner support influence
OLTA interactions with students?
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Literature Review
While the term student engagement has traditionally been confused with many
dimensions and definitions, it is now generally understood in terms of affective, behavioral, and
cognitive dimensions. Affective engagement is the emotional energy involved in learning,
behavioral engagement is the physical energy involved in learning, and cognitive engagement is
the mental energy involved in education (Ben-Eliyahu et al., 2018; Borup et al., 2020). For
students to be successful in their education—whether face-to-face or online—they need to
engage emotionally, physically, and mentally (Ben-Eliyahu et al., 2018; Borup et al., 2020;
Halverson & Graham, 2019). In many cases, online courses require students to practice more
self-regulation and exert more of their energy to be and stay engaged (Michinov et al., 2011).
Interactions with peers and teachers may also occur less frequently because they are not meeting
in person regularly (Brown, 2017). Because of this added complexity of online learning, attrition
rates for online programs are usually higher than traditional face-to-face programs (Brown, 2017;
Nash, 2005). Theoretical frameworks that support online interaction (Garrison et al., 1999;
Kimmons et al., 2020) and technology advancements have made engaging online much easier
and more accessible. However, institutions must still provide the proper support elements to help
students stay engaged academically in their online courses.
Online Teaching Assistant (OLTA) Support
One type of institutional support that can prove essential for students in online courses is
that of a supportive OLTA. OLTAs have traditionally been assigned to teach course content and
grade student assignments (Blouin & Moss, 2015; Boman, 2013; Park, 2004; Parker et al., 2015).
However, a review of the literature on OLTAs shows OLTAs also help students with technical
and procedural course issues and facilitate a community where learners in an online course can
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gain support from one another and belong in an inclusive environment (Barnett & Te Wiata,
2020; Crowley-Cyr & Hevers, 2021; Dang et al., 2019; Lin & Yang, 2013; Sansone et al. 2018;
Sieminski et al., 2016). For example, a study done by Crowley-Cyr and Hevers (2021) found that
though the primary responsibilities of the OLTAs were to provide study notes and lecture videos
and facilitate online forums, the OLTAs greatly contributed to creating an inclusive, supportive
online environment for the students. In another study by Barnett and Te Wiata (2020), the peer
mentor’s primary role in an online pilot program was to help students navigate the online
university system, develop time management skills, and provide reminders for due dates. The
findings revealed that not only were new students able to navigate the online university program
better with the aid of their peer mentor, but the peer mentors motivated students, helped remove
feelings of isolation, provided a sense of community, and helped students feel more confident
(Barnett & Te Wiata, 2020).
The interactions that OLTAs have with students in online courses not only support
cognitive engagement but behavioral and affective engagement as well, which students also need
to be actively involved in to succeed academically (Ben-Eliyahu et al., 2018; Borup et al., 2020;
Dang et al., 2019; Lin & Yang, 2011; Sieminski et al., 2016). It is critical to understand the
specific interactions OLTAs are involved in with their students, so we know how to better
support each type of engagement. Understanding these interactions through the lens of the ACE
framework (Borup et al., 2020) can provide specific, actionable strategies for institutions to train
OLTAs to implement to provide quality support to students in online and blended programs.
Academic Communities of Engagement
The Academic Communities of Engagement (ACE) framework looks at student
engagement specifically in blended and online learning contexts. It has attempted to clarify many
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issues in defining and measuring student engagement and stresses the importance of different
learning communities in supporting various aspects of academic engagement. A student’s ability
to engage affectively, behaviorally, and cognitively is affected by facilitators (outside
influences) of engagement (Skinner et al., 2008). These can include a learner’s intrinsic
motivation, interest in a subject matter, or self-regulating ability (Borup et al., 2020).
Additionally, a student’s ability to engage can be directly or indirectly affected by the
environment they work in, such as the teachers’ pedagogical strategies or through individuals
such as family members, friends, and colleagues. (Borup et al., 2020). To achieve an optimal
level of engagement for academic success, ACE identifies where students need additional
support from facilitators and where that support may already be sufficient.
Other researchers have found that external support is necessary to facilitate student
learning. For example, Vygotsky’s Zone of Proximal Development theory (1978) argues that
student achievement with external support is a more significant indicator of a student’s potential
than what they can do alone. Bandura (1986) discussed a similar point, believing students could
not achieve academic success by relying only on their efforts. These findings become more
accentuated in online and blended learning contexts as students are required to have more
autonomy and self-regulation in their learning (Moore, 1980). In the ACE framework, Borup et
al. (2020) argued that “students are limited in their ability to independently engage in their online
and blended learning, but they can more fully engage in the activities when scaffolded by others”
(p. 815).
Because of this, ACE defines personal and course communities as two different types of
support students need to achieve academic success. These communities differ by the time they
occur and the people within them. Generally, a student’s personal community consists of
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families and friends connected outside the classroom (Abrami et al., 2011; Borup et al., 2020;
Oviatt et al., 2018). A student’s course community is defined by the duration of the course or
program and includes the teachers, students, and other support specific to that course (Borup et
al., 2020; Harms et al., 2006). As they perform their respective roles, each community actor has a
different capacity to help students achieve the appropriate levels of engagement to succeed. In
this research, we use ACE to frame our consideration of the role of OLTAs as actors in a
student’s course community to better understand how specific OLTA-student interactions can
help facilitate support for students in all areas of engagement.
Methods
In this section, we will discuss the study’s participants, context, and setting. We will also
discuss the research design, including data collection methods, analysis, limitations, and ethical
considerations.
Participants and Setting
This study took place in an online program at Brigham Young University. All semesterbased online courses offered at this university are provided through this online program. The
program also has funding to hire and train online teaching assistants (OLTAs) for online courses.
This online program is constantly growing and now trains and employs about 400–500 OLTAs
each semester. To be hired as an OLTA, students are usually recommended by the course’s
instructor and have typically taken the class before. However, some OLTAs occasionally become
an OLTA for a class they have never taken. Though this is rare, it is usually because the OLTA
has demonstrated exceptional OLTA standards in other courses.
The participants for this study consisted of 10 OLTAs hired through this online program
and who willingly volunteered to participate. When selecting participants for the study, the
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following OLTA characteristics were taken into consideration to have a purposive sample for the
research study and to try to maximize variation across these characteristics:
● Content area (i.e., STEM vs. Humanities; GE vs. major courses)
● Course setup/logistics (i.e., the course includes or does not include scheduled
interactions with OLTAs)
● Amount of OLTA experience
● Gender
Selection was limited due to the number of OLTAs who were willing to participate in the study.
See Table 1 for the demographic information of participants.
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Table 1
OLTA Demographic Information
OLTA

Gender

Course Content Area

Time Being an
OLTA

Scheduled
Interactions?

Number of
Students

Holly

F

200-level
Humanities

3+ semesters

Scheduled
Webinars

30

Ella

F

300-level
Psychology

3+ semesters

No

25

Anne

F

100-level Cooking

3+ semesters

No

33

Stacy

F

100-level Family
Processes

3+ semesters

Office Hours

18

Claire

F

200-level
Humanities

1 semester

No

29

Wendy

F

300-level
Psychology

2 semesters

Office Hours

27

Julie

F

200-level Exercise
Science

3+ semesters

No

48

Mary

F

300-level Health

1 semester

No

25

Nicole

F

200-level Family
Finance

3+ semesters

Lab/Office
Hours

45

Josh

M

200-level Family
Finance

3+ semesters

Office Hours

26

Data Collection
We collected data for this study via (a) a tracking tool for participants to track their
interactions with students (see tracking tool in Appendix B), and (b) semi-structured interviews
that examined the types of interactions OLTAs engage in with their students (see interview
protocol in Appendix B). Table 2 shows the data in the study that will be used to address each
research question.
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Table 2
Data Collection Methods
Research Question

Data Collected

RQ1: How do OLTAs support learners in both Interaction Tracking Instrument
the quantity and quality of their interactions?
Interview Questions 1–10
RQ2: How does OLTA training around
affective and behavioral learner support
influence OLTA interactions with students?

Interview Questions 3–14

Tracking Instrument
The purpose of the tracking instrument was to track the interactions OLTAs engaged in
with their students over two weeks out of the term. OLTAs tracked their interactions on weeks
two and five of the 7-week term. Because interactions with students are often much different at
the beginning and end of a course, we hoped these weeks would provide a diverse sample of
interactions. This tracking helped us understand the quantity and quality of interactions OLTAs
and students engaged in and what type of support (affective, behavioral, cognitive) these
interactions promoted. We chose to use a tracking instrument for OLTAs to record the
interactions with their students in place of a traditional observation because much of the OLTAs’
work takes place in their homes and not during normal business hours, which does not lend itself
well to traditional observation. OLTAs tracked the following on their instrument (See Appendix
B):
● Who initiated the interaction (OLTA or student)
● The modality of the interaction (i.e., online or in-person; synchronous or
asynchronous)
● Length of time of the interaction
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● Type of support the OLTA provided during the interaction (affective, behavioral,
cognitive)
● Any other observations or reactions the OLTA had regarding the interaction
See Appendix B for the entire tracking instrument.
Interviews
A trained interviewer conducted one 30-minute interview with each participant after their
second week of tracking interactions with their students. The interview’s purpose was to better
understand what OLTA support looks like in terms of the quality of OLTA support and how the
OLTA training impacted how the OLTAs chose to interact with their students. We used semistructured interviews because they allowed us to adjust our questions based on the interviewees’
responses and focus on compelling themes that emerged from the results of the tracking
instrument. The semi-structured interviews began with an attempt to establish rapport and were
then guided but not dictated by the interview protocol.
We interviewed all ten participants upon completing their second of two weeks of
tracking their interactions. Each interview built upon the unique results of each participant’s
responses on the tracking instrument by asking participants about specific interactions with
students and how they felt the training impacted these interactions. See Appendix B for the full
interview protocol.
Data Analysis
To analyze the data, we used descriptive statistics to represent the quantitative findings.
We also conducted a qualitative thematic analysis using the Attride-Stirling (2001) approach of
organizing findings into thematic networks. See Table 3 for an overview of our data analysis.
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Research Questions, Data Collected, and Data Analysis Methods
Research Question

Data Collected

RQ1: How do OLTAs support Interaction Tracking
learners in both the quantity
Instrument
and quality of their
Interview Questions 1–10
interactions?

Data Analysis
Descriptive Statistics of the
number of interactions
OLTAs had with students.
Qualitative Thematic
Analysis using AttrideStirling (2001) procedure.

RQ2: How does OLTA
training around affective and
behavioral learner support
influence OLTA interactions
with students?

Interview Questions 3–14

Basic Qualitative Coding.
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Descriptive Statistics
Our quantitative analysis helped us better understand the number of interactions OLTAs
have with their students, as well as how often OLTAs engage in different types of interactions,
such as asynchronous versus synchronous interactions or interactions that provide affective,
behavioral, and cognitive support.
Thematic Analysis
Our qualitative thematic analysis of the open-ended responses on the OLTA interactions
tracking sheet and interview responses regarding their interactions with students helped us better
understand the quality of the interactions that are taking place between OLTAs and their
students. Our qualitative coding of the interview responses regarding the OLTA training helped
us better understand how well the OLTAs felt the training they participated in prepared them for
their interactions with students. We did an initial basic coding for each analysis, then grouped
common codes into organizing themes and the organizing themes into global themes. We based
the global themes on the various dimensions of academic engagement (affective, behavioral, and
cognitive) and included any additional global themes that emerged from the data. The primary
author independently coded the data, and peer debriefing of the codebook and themes was done
with the secondary author. Member checking with all participants was also done to help ensure
the credibility of the findings.
Ethical Considerations
We received IRB approval and informed consent from all participants before conducting
this study.
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Findings
The findings are organized based on the two research questions we addressed in this
study.
1. RQ1: How do OLTAs support learners in both the quantity and quality of their
interactions?
2. RQ2: How does OLTA training around affective and behavioral learner support
influence TA interactions with students?
RQ1: Quantity of Interactions
In the tracking instrument, OLTAs reported on who initiated each interaction with a
student and how long each interaction was. Results showed that for most OLTAs, interactions
were initiated by the students and not proactively by the OLTAs. However, three OLTAs were
responsible for initiating 30% or more of their interactions within the two weeks (see Table 4).
Regarding the length of their interactions, 81% of all interactions took less than 10 minutes. This
is probably because most interactions occurred through email or the LMS messaging system, as
shown in Table 5. OLTAs who had more interactions that were 10 minutes or more often met
with students on Zoom more frequently than other OLTAs did with their students.
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Table 4
OLTA Tracking Instrument Stats Over a 2-Week Period
OLTA

Total
Who Initiated the Interaction
Interactions

Length of Interaction

OLTA

Student

Ongoing

<10 min

≥10 min

Holly (Hum)

46

6 (13%)

31 (67%)

9 (20%)

39 (85%)

7 (15%)

Ella (Psy)

14

3 (21%)

7 (50%)

4 (29%)

11 (79%)

3 (21%)

Anne (SFL)

9

3 (33%)

6 (66%)

0 (0%)

6 (66%)

3 (33%)

Stacy (SFL)

55

7 (13%)

48 (87%)

0 (0%)

37 (67%)

18 (33%)

Claire (Hum) 110

26 (24%)

40 (36%)

44 (40%)

91 (83%)

19 (17%)

Wendy (Psy)

72

28 (39%)

33 (46%)

11 (15%)

66 (92%)

6 (8%)

Julie (ExS)

27

4 (15%)

15 (55%)

8 (30%)

25 (93%)

2 (7%)

Mary (Hlth)

20

3 (15%)

17 (85%)

0 (0%)

15 (75%)

5 (25%)

Nicole (SFL)

15

2 (13%)

9 (60%)

4 (27%)

7 (47%)

8 (53%)

Josh (SFL)

19

6 (32%)

13 (68%)

0 (0%)

14 (74%)

5 (26%)

Total

387

88 (23%)

219 (57%)

80 (20%)

311 (81%)

76 (19%)

Note. Abbreviations in parentheses behind each participant’s name signifies their class subject:
Humanities (Hum), Psychology (Psy), School of Family Life (SFL), Exercise Science (ExS),
Health (Hlth)
OLTAs also tracked the medium and modality they used for each interaction (See Table
5). Most interactions were asynchronous and communicated through the LMS messenger or
email. Claire and Wendy also interacted regularly with their students on discussion boards.
While synchronous interactions with students were not as frequent, seven OLTAs interacted with
students via Zoom.
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Table 5
Descriptive Data About Interaction Medium and Modality Over a 2-Week Period
OLTA

Asynchronous

Synchronous

LMS
Message

Email

Text

Discussion

Phone Call

Zoom

In-Person

Holly (46)

37

7

2

0

0

0

0

Ella (14)

6

4

2

0

1

1

0

Anne (9)

3

3

0

0

0

0

3

Stacy (55)

50

2

0

0

0

3

0

Claire (110) 90

4

0

8

0

8

0

Wendy (72) 38

8

0

22

0

4

0

Julie (27)

26

0

0

0

0

1

0

Mary (20)

14

1

5

0

0

0

0

Nicole (15)

10

0

0

0

0

5

0

Josh (19)

16

0

0

0

0

3

0

Table 6 includes data from the tracking instrument showing numbers and percentages of
students who had interactions with the OLTAs during the two weeks that they tracked. The
numbers ranged from contact with 83% of assigned students to only 15% of assigned students
(See Table 6). Table 6 also shows that all but one OLTA (Anne) interacted with multiple
students more than once. Claire had the most interactions (110) and interacted with 25 out of 29
of her assigned students more than once.
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Table 6
Percentage of Students Interacted With and Total Interactions Over a 2-Week Period
TA

Total
Interactions

% of Students
Interacted With

Number of Students with
More than One Interaction

Holly (Hum)

46

23/30 (83%)

11

Ella (Psy)

14

6/25 (24%)

2

Anne (SFL)

9

5/33 (15%)

0

Stacy (SFL)

55

23/18 (127%)

13

Claire (Hum) 110

30/29 (103%)

25

Wendy (Psy)

72

35/27 (130%)

21

Julie (ExSc)

27

17/48 (35%)

5

Mary (Hlth)

20

10/25 (40%)

5

Nicole (SFL)

15

11/45 (24%)

3

Josh (SFL)

19

13/26 (50%)

4

Note. Some OLTAs interacted with over 100% of students because they interacted with some
students in a large enrollment class who were assigned to another OLTA.
Lastly, OLTAs reported the initial purpose of each interaction documented in the tracking
instrument. Table 7 shows that the initial purpose of most interactions was to provide cognitive
support to students (62%), while 27% of all interactions were to provide behavioral support and
11% were to provide affective support (see Table 7).
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Table 7
Initial Self-Reported Purposes of OLTA Interactions With Students Over a 2-Week Period
OLTA (Total
Interactions)

Affective Interactions Behavioral
(%)
Interactions (%)

Cognitive
Interactions (%)

Holly (46)

3 (6%)

15 (33%)

28 (61%)

Ella (12)

0 (0%)

5 (42%)

7 (58%)

Anne (9)

1 (11%)

2 (22%)

6 (66%)

Stacy (55)

2 (4%)

14 (25%)

39 (71%)

Claire (110)

8 (7%)

31 (28%)

71 (65%)

Wendy (72)

23 (32%)

11 (15%)

38 (53%)

Julie (27)

4 (15%)

10 (37%)

13 (48%)

Mary (20)

0 (0%)

5 (25%)

15 (75%)

Nicole (15)

2 13%)

4 (27%)

9 (60%)

Josh (19)

0 (0%)

8 (42%)

11 (58%)

Total (385)

43 (11%)

105 (27%)

237 (62%)

Table 8 shows the self-reported initial purpose of interactions with students compared to
the type of support actually offered during interactions. As shown in Table 8, Tas reported they
offered affective support in 15% of the interactions with the initial purpose of providing
cognitive support and offered behavioral support in 35% of the interactions with the initial
purpose of providing cognitive support. For the 237 interactions that had the initial purpose of
needing cognitive support, OLTAs gave cognitive support only 77% of the time. This could
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indicate that students may have requested help for one thing, but actually needed support in
another area.
Table 8
Initial Purpose of Interactions and Actual Support Given During Interactions
Self-Reported Initial
Purpose (Total Times)

Offered Affective
Support

Offered Behavioral
Support

Offered Cognitive
Support

Affective (43)

37 (86%)

35 (81%)

7 (16%)

Behavioral (105)

53 (50%)

96 (91%)

43 (41%)

Cognitive (237)

36 (15%)

82 (35%)

183 (77%)

During the interviews, OLTAs described their daily strategies and tasks to ensure they
were ready and could support students when needed. Table 9 shows the strategies OLTAs use
and how many of the OLTAs utilize that strategy. All OLTAs responded daily to emails and
grade assignments. 80% of OLTAs met on Zoom when students request it, while 40% of OLTAs
held regular Zoom meetings. 50% of the OLTAs held regular weekly office hours, and 20% of
OLTAs had office hours daily (see Table 9).
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Table 9
OLTA Strategies for Interaction With Students and Frequency Use Across Courses
OLTA Strategy for Interaction

OLTAs Using Strategy

Daily Responding to Email

10/10 (100%)

Daily Grading

10/10 (100%)

Student Requested Zoom
Meetings

8/10 (80%)

Regular student progress
check-in

7/10 (70%)

Weekly class emails

5/10 (50%)

Regular office hours (1-2 times
per week)

5/10 (50%)

Regular Zoom meetings

4/10 (40%)

Weekly Interactions on
Discussion Boards

3/10 (30%)

Daily Office Hours

2/10 (20%)

RQ1: Quality of Interactions
The quantity of interactions OLTAs had, however, does not give us the whole picture of
what was happening in the student-OLTA interactions. The quality of these interactions was
discovered as we interviewed OLTAs, dove deeper into individual interactions, and asked
OLTAs what they did to ensure quality interactions with their students. We developed a thematic
network of OLTA support strategies organized around the ACE framework based on OLTA
responses in the interviews. Figure 1 shows the organizing themes developed within each global
theme of the ACE framework.
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Figure 1
Thematic Network of OLTA Support Strategies Organized Around the Academic Communities of
Engagement Framework

Note. Numbers in parentheses indicate the number of times coded in the interviews.
The ACE framework defines support elements for affective engagement as facilitating
communication and developing relationships (Borup et al., 2020). In our coding of the data, two
additional codes emerged, “being aware of student needs,” and “establishing a social presence.”
Support elements for behavioral engagement include troubleshooting and orienting, organizing
and managing, and monitoring progress (Borup et al., 2020). In addition, the code “offering
flexibility” emerged from the data under the behavioral engagement support theme. Cognitive
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support elements from the ACE framework include instructing and collaborating. While the
codes in this study did not identify collaboration as a primary way OLTAs offer cognitive
support, we included “presenting content,” “confirming understanding,” “providing resources,”
and “giving feedback,” which are all elements of instruction (Borup et al., 2020).
Nature of Affective Engagement Support
Figure 2 shows the organizing themes and basic codes for Affective Engagement
Support. Even though the self-reported primary purpose of OLTA-student interactions to provide
affective support was the lowest primary reason to offer support (11%), it was the most coded
support in our analysis of the interviews. This could be because the interviews had a greater
emphasis on understanding affective and behavioral support. Additionally, it could indicate that
while seeking affective support is not often a primary purpose for seeking out an OLTA, these
OLTAs offer affective support while addressing their other primary needs. For example, when
responding to students who needed additional help with the course content (cognitive support),
Josh remarked:
I try to use a really friendly tone and show compassion in the email like, ‘Oh, I totally
understand, that’s a super normal question’ just to make them feel good about the fact
that they’re asking a question and create an environment where they feel more
comfortable asking questions. So that’s why I usually would check off the emotional and
cognitive. I felt like even though I was answering the question, I was also providing
emotional support and validating them for having the question.
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Figure 2
Thematic Network for OLTA Support Strategies Related to Affective Engagement

Note. Numbers in parentheses indicate the number of times coded in the interviews.
In another example, Stacy mentioned that every time she helped students stay on track
with their coursework (behavioral support), she also encouraged them: “I think a lot of it comes
in telling them that they’re going to be okay. . . So a lot of it is just like, ‘as your TA I’m not
going to let you fail. And I’m happy you’ve reached out because I can get you through it.’”
Likewise, Mary said, “every time I interact with them, I want them to know that I’m supporting
them. I just want them to know I am cheering them on, so I’m like ‘you got this, you can do
this,’ every time I finish an email.” Holly also pointed out that regardless of why she is helping a
student, she tries to respond to them through “spread[ing] positivity.”
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OLTAs also discussed how they establish and maintain a social presence and strive to
create a community online starting at the beginning of the semester. Ella commented on how she
sends out a mass message to all the students in her group to introduce herself and let her students
know she is available. Holly also noted that she posts an introduction video in the course so
students can “see [her] as another person too.” She also tries to use emails as an opportunity to
“show [her] personality online,” and Holly often adds jokes to her class emails and always has
her camera on when she conducts synchronous webinars. Nicole will be “really cheesy” and “go
overboard with being really friendly” to be inviting and approachable. Josh said that “sending a
group announcement on Mondays helps [him] feel like a person, not just an entity online.” He’s
also noticed that when he “respond[s] punctually, the students are more inclined to reach out. So
being punctual has helped create [an inviting] environment.”
In addition to creating a welcoming environment, OLTAs also expressed how they strive
to be aware of their students’ individual needs and circumstances and develop relationships with
them. Nicole explained:
I hated going to TAs because I felt like I would have a problem, and they’d be like, ‘oh,
just fix it.’ So what I tend to do as a TA is if a student comes in, I always say, ‘how are
you feeling about the class?’ And then that’s always when students open up. Like even
today, I had an older student, she’s a mom, and her husband had passed away. And so she
said, ‘I’m feeling good about the class, but my husband passed away a few years ago,
that’s why I’m back at school, and that’s why it’s hard for me because I didn’t grow up
learning about taxes, he did everything.’ . . . And so, then I understand she’s struggling in
that way, and I’m able to cater to her needs.
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Claire and Anne expressed how they try to relate to their students and their experiences. Of this,
Claire said:
I like to try to relate to my students, you know because I’ve taken this class, I am a
student, I have these experiences, and so, especially when they’re getting down on
themselves, I will be like, ‘I felt that too, it’s totally okay to feel overwhelmed.’ I like to
relate to them and be like, ‘yeah, I didn’t understand this at all when I first read it too.’ So
they feel like, ‘oh good, I’m not the only one; even my TA felt this.’ And so, then they
feel comfortable asking me more questions about it.
When she is aware of certain circumstances, Stacy likes to periodically check up on and follow
up with individual students throughout the semester:
I would say one of the things that I try and do is checkup or reach out to them after our
conversation is over, so. . . if they’re struggling with something specific, I’ll make sure to
reach out and be like ‘hey how’s your morning sickness? Are you doing okay this week?’
Things like that.
Nine of the 10 OLTAs expressed that as they come to know their students individually, they can
better know how to support them in their coursework. Only one out of the 10 OLTAs expressed
that she felt she did not have the responsibility to provide emotional or affective support to her
students.
Nature of Behavioral Engagement Support
OLTAs also discussed how they provide behavioral support to their students. Figure 3
shows the organizing themes and basic codes for Behavioral Engagement Support. Monitoring
progress was the largest organizing theme for behavioral engagement support (35). OLTAs
described how they regularly check in with and reach out to students who are falling behind in
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the course, how they check the course analytics and grade book regularly, and how they help
students who need extra assistance to accomplish the course tasks. Stacy relayed the following
experience:
I had a specific student-athlete in my class who was super failing the class and struggling,
but you could tell he wanted to do well. And so we created an action plan, and we met
probably every week to ensure he was keeping up the class. We would go through what
assignments he needed to get done that week. At the end of this semester, he ended up
with, I think it was like a B+ or an A, and he sent me a message saying, ‘this is the first A
I’ve ever gotten in a class. Thank you so much.’
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Figure 3
Thematic Network for OLTA Support Strategies Related to Behavioral Engagement

Note. Numbers in parentheses indicate the number of times coded in the interviews.
Josh explained how he goes through the students’ grades after every exam to see where
they are and who is struggling. Then, he said, “I’ll usually message students who either don't turn
in the assignment or who struggled on the assignment, and I use the exams as a benchmark.”
Julie also explained, “I'll usually just go to the gradebook and see students’ names and then the
assignments if there's a lot of missing assignments, I reach out to them.” Ella also explained that
she frequently checks the course analytics to see who has lower grades and missing assignments
to know who she needs to reach out to. Claire explained:
I had a student who reached out because he was going to be on his honeymoon and didn’t
know how to keep track of due dates. So I tried to be a really communicative TA by
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letting my students know what was happening, helping them remember due dates, and
how to best approach what was coming up. Later, that same student responded, ‘thank
you so much for being such a good TA and communicating with us. I appreciate it, and it
feels good to know you're there to support us.’
OLTAs also provided behavioral engagement support by offering flexibility with due
dates and assignments. Julie described:
A student wasn't following the regular parameters for the assignments, and so they were
getting pretty low scores, and I let them resubmit their three lowest grades because they
were thinking about dropping the course because their grade was so low, and I said, give
it a minute, let me regrade these and see what your grade is and then reevaluate. Now
they are still in the course and their grade is much higher and I think they're doing pretty
good now.
The OLTAs also described how they adjusted assignment settings or due dates for specific
students due to extenuating circumstances. Ella also mentioned that she is constantly trying to
“make sure everything's running smoothly on canvas and making sure it's all good, like looking
ahead to the future to make sure everything's ready.” And five of the 10 OLTAs reported sending
weekly announcement emails to their students with due date reminders and other important
information about the class.
Nature of Cognitive Engagement Support
In providing cognitive engagement support, OLTAs provided resources to their students,
helped confirm student understanding of the content, gave feedback, and presented content to
students. Figure 4 shows the organizing themes and basic codes for cognitive engagement
support.
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Figure 4
Thematic Network for OLTA Support Strategies Related to Cognitive Engagement

Note. Numbers in parentheses indicate the number of times coded in the interviews.
All of the OLTAs expressed that most of their time is dedicated to answering student
questions about the course content via email or the Canvas messaging system. Anne and Claire
both relayed how they would send additional resources to their students outside the normal
coursework to help prepare them for test time. Eight OLTAs discussed that they spend time
giving feedback to students. When giving feedback, Julie explained that not only was it
important for her to give students feedback on time but “being specific in how you give
feedback. . . rather than just ‘hey great paper.’” Stacy and Claire also offered synchronous
feedback by meeting with students over Zoom and going through their assignments together.
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They both said this was “more helpful and beneficial” for the students who took advantage of it.
Three OLTAs expressed they got the “most positive feedback” from students when they held live
exam reviews.
RQ2: Description of OLTA Training
The OLTA training in this online university program is a fully asynchronous training that
OLTAs hired through the online program must complete every semester. The purpose of the
training program is to help OLTAs become fully trained on how to use Canvas (the program’s
LMS system), as well as how to interact with students and approach different situations they may
encounter with students as an OLTA. The ultimate goal of the online university program is that
all students succeed in their online classes, and the program strives to teach the OLTAs to help
their students succeed. The OLTA training consists of three units and is designed to take about 810 hours. It is always available for OLTAs to complete before the semester begins, but they are
only required to complete the first unit before classes start. It is designed not only to be a “one
and done” training but a resource that OLTAs can refer back to as often as needed. Figure 5
outlines the main components of the training.
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Figure 5
Outline of OLTA Training Curriculum

RQ2: Training Influence on Affective Support
Many OLTAs expressed that the training program has had a positive influence on the
way they interact with their students, especially when providing them emotional support. Eight
of the 10 OLTAs expressed that various parts of the training changed how they approached their
job as an OLTA and shifted their perspective from merely a grader to someone who can support
their students and help them succeed. However, one OLTA said that providing affective support
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came naturally to her, and the training did not significantly add anything that she didn’t already
know how to do. Another OLTA felt the training program was mainly irrelevant because she
does not consider affective support as part of her role as an OLTA. Table 10 shows the different
facets of the training program that OLTAs mentioned influenced their ability to provide affective
support to their students. Nine of the 10 OLTAs felt that the instruction “Reaching Out to
Students” helped them proactively provide affective support to struggling students. The different
modules in the course’s Unit 3 Professional Development section also significantly impacted the
OLTAs. Two OLTAs referenced two separate Unit 3 modules that have impacted them, and six
other OLTAs referenced at least one.
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Table 10
OLTA Training Influence on OLTA Affective Support
OLTA Training

Percentage of OLTAs

Example

Unit 2 Reaching Out
to Students

9/10 (90%)

Unit 2 talks about reaching out to students who are
struggling, [. . .] and that’s been so super helpful because
that’s something I wouldn’t have thought of if I hadn’t
taken the training.

Unit 2 Introducing
Yourself to Your
Students

6/10 (60%)

The training makes sure we have introduction pages in our
course and in my class we have intro videos [. . .] and then
we have a picture, and then a bio that includes info about
us, what we love about the class, and inviting the students
to reach out.

Unit 2 “Err on Side
of Kindness”

5/10 (50%)

Honestly, before doing it, I was kind of like “people are
never getting any extensions.” But there’s a specific part in
unit 2 called “err on the side of mercy.” And that’s helped
me think, “oh if this were me and I really was just having a
hard time, what would I appreciate?” And then try to
default to giving students the benefit of the doubt.

Unit 3 Mental Health

4/10 (40%)

I took the mental health unit my first semester being a TA,
and they walked you through how to respond
compassionately to students and express an understanding
tone. It’s totally changed the way that I interact with
students online.

Quick Bites

3/10 (30%)

The quick bites just give a little inspiration and then I’ll
reiterate, or I’ll copy and paste the whole thing, and so I
think it’s just so nice to have example emails for being a
positive, present TA.

Unit 3 Growth
Mindset

3/10 (30%)

I did the growth mindset one, and I think that has really
influenced how I approach things. Like as a TA I’m here to
help them succeed. I’ve met a lot of Tas grade too harshly
and don’t make you feel comfortable with them. I like the
idea that I’m here to help them succeed, and I think
because I had such a great experience in this class, I want
other people to have that. I want them to have a good
experience, to succeed, to enjoy it, and not look at this as a
stressful class. So, I try to use those ideas from the training.

Unit 3 Belonging

2/10 (20%)

The belonging training was inspiring in the sense that
everyone has a problem that’s emotional. Like, we might
not all be physically disabled, but I think a lot of kids
nowadays feel the stakes are so high. I think everyone
struggles and I just want students to know that they belong.
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RQ2: Training Influence on Behavioral Support
OLTAs also referenced multiple parts of Units 1 & 2 of the training that impacted how
they provided behavioral support to their students. Table 11 lists all the training areas that
OLTAs mentioned to help them provide behavioral support. Also, 80% of the OLTAs said they
appreciated learning how to use the Canvas course analytics feature, which helped them to be
more “proactive” in their role as an OLTA. Learning how to adjust assignment and quiz settings
was also a valuable skill that 70% of OLTAs mentioned. Meanwhile, 30% of OLTAs also found
the “Reaching out to Students” section to be beneficial in helping them provide behavioral
support in addition to affective support as it helped them to identify which students were falling
behind. Only 20% of OLTAs mentioned the technology module. This may be because the
additional technologies that are covered in that module were not relevant to the OLTAs’ classes.
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Table 11
OLTA Training Influence on OLTA Behavioral Support
OLTA Training

Percentage of OLTAs

Example

Unit 1 Course
Analytics

8/10 (80%)

The beginning canvas part teaches you about course
analytics and that was helpful for seeing information
about student grades and participation. [. . .] I use
the analytics tool to see when people have logged
onto the course, which is so helpful [. . .] to see like,
oh they haven’t logged on in two weeks.

Unit 1 Adjusting
Settings in Canvas

7/10 (70%)

I’ve learned a lot about Canvas and the ways that
you can modify things. That has been super helpful
because, say—you’ll have one day to redo this quiz
but you also have like multiple attempts—there’s
just a lot of different options on Canvas that I didn’t
know about previously and that allow us to be more
flexible.

Unit 2 “Message
Students Who”

4/10 (40%)

It’s in the Canvas training where I learned you can
click on “email students who” and that’ll be it for
that week’s assignments, and then you can email all
of the students who missed that assignment for the
week and that’s pretty handy.

Unit 1 Setting Up a
Canvas Course

4/10 (40%)

I think all the reminders about how to set up your
course in unit one are super helpful, even if you’ve
been a TA for a while, it’s easy to forget one little
thing like, it’s easy to forget to check on a setting in
the gradebook so that it automatically fills in a grade
for missing things. So I think it’s easy to brush it
off, but it definitely makes sure that you remember
all that you need to remember.

Unit 2 Reaching
Out to Students

3/10 (30%)

Unit 2 just talked about giving consistent reminders
[. . .] and checking in with students frequently. And
so usually a couple weeks in if there’s a couple
students who haven’t turned in a couple of their
assignments, and I think that’s a specific part of the
TA training, you email students who haven’t turned
in assignments.

Unit 1 Technology

2/10 (20%)

I mean I love everything that it has in the training,
and especially the focus on the logistical, more
technical parts of being a TA.
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Overall, the OLTAs found the training extremely valuable, significantly impacting how
they perceived their role and performed their job as an OLTA. Six OLTAs mentioned that they
often reference the training course when they forget how to do something or just need some
perspective on a specific situation. Two OLTAs expressed that they wished they did not have to
repeat the training course every semester, but one OLTA said she appreciated that the training
course was simpler for OLTAs who have been there for more than one semester.
Discussion
The central purpose of this study was to understand better how OLTAs offer support
through interactions with their students and how a training program may contribute to the
effectiveness of these interactions. The study results uncovered a wide range of strategies
OLTAs use to provide affective, behavioral, and cognitive support, particularly with an
additional understanding of affective support. The results also showed that OLTA training
programs emphasizing affective and behavioral support may influence OLTAs’ ability to provide
this type of support to their students. Significant takeaways from the findings of this study
include:
● Strategies OLTAs use to support their students are very uneven across OLTAs, and it
is uncertain why this is.
● Additional organizing themes in our analysis of the interviews built on the ACE
framework by contributing to our understanding of affective engagement support.
● An institutional training program focused on affective and behavioral support may
contribute to OLTAs’ ability to support students in this way effectively.
We will discuss each of these primary takeaways in more detail below.
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OLTA Strategies
This study uncovered diverse strategies OLTAs use to support their students. However,
as noted above, OLTAs’ strategies for supporting their students are varied and irregular across
OLTAs, and there are no conclusive results to determine why this is so. Many of the identified
strategies OLTAs participated in were done by a small percentage of OLTAs. Grading papers
and responding to incoming emails were the only strategies that all OLTAs used, which follows
a more traditional TA model (Blouin & Moss, 2015; Boman, 2013; Park, 2004; Parker et al.,
2015). The strategies implemented and the number of interactions seemed to vary according to
class size, class dynamics, and the week of the semester, and were also influenced by OLTAs’
perceived role in the class. For example, one OLTA felt her role was just to grade and answer
questions when students asked and that it was not her place to provide emotional support. This
could indicate that although this university’s online program strives to implement specific
standards for OLTAs, there is still a disconnect between what is expected of OLTAs and what
OLTAs believe their role is. There is also a possibility of a gap between what instructors believe
their OLTA’s role in the class is and what the university’s online program believes an OLTA’s
role in a class is. OLTAs’ roles may also vary depending on the class type or how hands-on or
hands-off the instructor is. Clearer guidelines for the role of an OLTA and how this role may
differ between classes are vital to ensuring all online students receive adequate support (See
Barnett & Te Wiata, 2020; Crowley-Cyr & Hevers, 2021 for examples of clearly defined roles
for peer support).
Understanding the quality of the interactions along with the quantity also gave a fuller
picture of what makes a supportive, effective OLTA. For example, Josh did not have nearly as
many interactions as some of the other OLTAs during the weeks they tracked, but his interview
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showed he was one of the most proactive OLTAs and did specific things to ensure high-quality
interactions with his students. The proactive OLTAs, who reached out to students first without
waiting to be contacted by the student, were more effective in supporting students overall, but
these OLTAs seemed to be quite rare. Most OLTAs had great experiences in supporting their
students, but many of the positive interactions were reactive, rather than proactive, meaning that
a student initiated the interaction rather than a OLTA reaching out to them. This could be another
indication that there needs to be clearer guidelines for what is expected of an OLTA.
Affective Engagement Support
As reported in the findings, additional codes emerging from our data gave further insight
and understanding into what constitutes affective and behavioral support. In regard to affective
support, “being aware of student needs,” and “establishing social presence were additional codes
that were not originally identified in the ACE framework. Borup et al. (2020) seemed to consider
each of these elements as a part of developing relationships:
To strengthen relationships while online, participants need to establish their social
presence: “the ability of participants . . . to project their personal characteristics into the
community, thereby presenting themselves to the other participants as ‘real people’”
(Garrison et al. 1999, p. 89). While social presence is important, alone it is not sufficient.
As Repetto et al. (2010) noted, “All human communities should be characterized by the
value and care they invest in their members” (p. 95). (p. 820)
While it is true that all of our additional codes do contribute to developing relationships, we
believe that categorizing them individually gives more insight into specific, actionable things to
do to provide students affective support. Each of these themes included a wide range of strategies
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OLTAs implemented to offer that type of support and identifying them as individual things to do
can help ensure students are fully supported affectively.
Institutional OLTA Training
Findings regarding the program wide OLTA training revealed that this training program
greatly affected the OLTAs’ ability to provide affective and behavioral support to their students.
The data showed that when students reached out for cognitive support, OLTAs often provided
affective and behavioral support as well (Dang et al., 2019; Lin & Yang, 2011; Sieminski et al.,
2016). A number of OLTAs said that various parts of the training program completely changed
their perspective of what their role was as an OLTA, shifted the way they approach certain
things, and taught them specific skills for being effective in giving support. This indicates that
the use of the training program resulted in OLTAs having more affective and behavioral
interactions with their students than they would have otherwise. Training programs for OLTAs at
an institutional level focused on providing affective and behavioral support to students is
essential to ensure all online students receive adequate support, hold online programs to a
specific standard, and help increase the success rate of students in online classes (de Smet et al.,
2008; Hensen & Barabara, 2019; Parker et al., 2015). As discussed previously, it seems there is
still some disconnect between program expectations, instructor expectations, and TA
expectations regarding what an OLTA’s role should be.
Limitations
This study is limited primarily due to its small sample size. Because we could only access
a small sample of ten OLTAs, their data may not represent the behaviors and experiences of all
OLTAs at this institution. Another limitation was our inability to observe interactions between
OLTAs and their students. We solely relied on the self-reports of OLTAs and interviews to
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understand their interactions with students. We were also limited to only two weeks of selfreports out of the 7-week term. It is possible that in some classes, the weeks we selected were
slower weeks when students did not require as much help from the OLTA, and we cannot
guarantee that the OLTA needs were evenly spread throughout the semester.
Conclusion
The main objective of this study was to understand how OLTAs support their students in
online courses and how an institutional-level training program may influence OLTAs’ ability to
provide the needed affective and behavioral support. OLTAs can be a vital component to helping
more students succeed in online classes, but the role of the OLTA, as well as specific strategies
OLTAs should be implementing, needs to be more clearly established.
Implications for Practitioners
Following the guidelines in the ACE framework (Borup et al., 2020), as well as
additional findings from this study, online programs should strive to establish a training program
for their OLTAs with specific outcomes focused on providing affective and behavioral support to
students. This study can serve as a model for identifying components of a training program that
would be important for all OLTAs to learn. Programs should also establish a protocol for
assessing whether OLTAs are fulfilling and understanding the requirements of their roles, and
ensure that the OLTA, instructor, and online program are all on the same page regarding the role
of an OLTA.
Implications for Future Research
There is still much research that needs to be conducted to establish consistent standards
for an OLTA. Future research could look at different types of training programs to understand
what components make up a good training program. Additionally, conducting observations of
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OLTAs interacting with students could give further insights into what makes a quality OLTAstudent interaction. Finally, often affective support was extended by OLTAs in the context of
providing cognitive support. Further research might explore the student perspective on receiving
such affective support as well as exploring how OLTAs develop trust in this context so that their
efforts can be more impactful.
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Appendix
Article 3 Instruments
Tracking Instrument
TAs tracked the following information in a spreadsheet for every interaction they recorded
during the two-week period.
● Date
● Who initiated the interaction
○ I reached out to a student
○ A student reached out to me
○ I’m responding to an ongoing interaction
● Student initials
● Type of interaction
○ Canvas message
○ Email
○ Discussion board
○ Text message
○ Zoom
○ Phone call
○ In-person
● Purpose of the interaction
○ Student struggling emotionally (affective)
○ Student falling behind in coursework (behavioral)
○ Student needs help with coursework (cognitive)
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○ Other (please specify)
● Length of interaction
● Affective Support: put an x in this box if you provided any emotional support (i.e.,
providing encouragement, empathizing, discussing personal challenges).
● Behavioral Support: put an x in this box if you provided any behavioral support. (i.e.,
reminding, assignment due dates, technical support, Canvas issues/navigation).
● Cognitive Support: put an x in this box if you provided any cognitive support (i.e.,
teaching content, tutoring, clarifying, answering content-specific questions, giving
feedback).
● Additional Information: Please briefly describe the support you provided to the student
and any additional insights you have about your interaction with the student.
Interview Protocol
Type of Interview: Semi-Structured
Questions we want to be answered in the interview:
● What are TAs doing to provide affective, behavioral, and cognitive support?
● What does it look like?
● When is it happening?
● How is it happening?
● How deep are the relationships they are developing?
● How are the TAs determining when and how to provide the different kinds of support to the
students?
● How has the training affected their practices as a TA?
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TA Information
● Course
● Time being a TA
● Times taken the training course
● Are there scheduled interactions setup in the course (yes or no)?
● Number of students responsible for
● Link to TA’s tracking document
Interview Questions
Introduction
1. What does a typical workday look like for you?
2. When/where do you usually work?
3. How do you organize or prioritize your work time?
a. Check email/text/canvas for contact from students?
b. Check gradebook for people to proactively reach out to?
c. Do you meet with students in-person or via zoom/phone? (synchronous)
Interactions with Students
Notes:
● looking for patterns between interactions and when affective support is initiated
(behavioral/cognitive)
● looking for patterns in the types of affective/behavioral/cognitive interactions taking
place)
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I noticed from your interaction tracking sheet that. . . (Question about the pattern observed to
understand it better. Ask for stories to dig deeper.)
4. . . . most of your interactions with students were (affective/behavioral/cognitive)
a. Why?
b. Is there something you have learned from the TA training that has influenced your
choice to interact in this way?
c. Can you describe a specific experience in which you interacted with a student in
this way that was meaningful for you and/or the student?
5. . . . when you described an (affective, behavioral, cognitive) interaction, you were usually
doing [this]
a. Why?
b. Is there something you have learned from the TA training that has influenced your
choice to interact in this way?
c. Can you describe a specific experience in which you interacted with a student in
this way that was meaningful for you and/or the student?
I noticed from your interaction tracking sheet that . . . (Observation: patterns about how certain
types of interactions are initiated. Ask for stories to dig deeper.)
6.

(you were/the student was) the one who usually initiated an interaction.
a. Why is that so?
b. What have you done to help students feel comfortable with approaching you?

7. . . . all of your asynchronous interactions were initiated by you and all of your
synchronous interactions were initiated by the student
a. Why is that so?
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8. What do you do to identify which students to initiate an interaction with?
a. Have you learned anything from the TA training that has influenced how you
identify which students to reach out to?
I noticed from your interaction tracking sheet that. . . (Observation: about the
synchronous/asynchronous nature of interaction. Ask for stories to dig deeper.)
9. . . . all/most of your interactions with students are via (email)
a. Why is that so?
10. How do you decide how you want to meet with a student (zoom, email, in-person, etc.)?
11. Have you learned anything from the TA training that has influenced how you make that
decision?
I noticed from your interaction tracking sheet that. . . (Observation: about students that they
interacted most with - seems like they developed the strongest relationship with. Ask for stories
to dig deeper.)
12. . . . that you interacted more with this particular student than the others.
a. Why is that so?
b. Did you feel like you had a stronger relationship with that student compared to the
others?
13. . . . that you interacted (affectively) more with this student than the others
a. Why is that so?
b. Did you feel like you had a stronger relationship with that student compared to the
others?
c. How did you develop that relationship?
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d. Have you learned anything from the TA training that influenced how you
approached developing a relationship with this student?
Additional Questions
14. Is there anything else you have not mentioned that you typically do to help build
relationships with your students?
a. Can you give an example?
TA Training
(Ask these if the TA training was not thoroughly discussed in previous questions).
15. Has the TA training program influenced how you approach your job?
● If yes, in what ways?
● If no, why not?
16. What aspects of the TA training program have been most helpful for you?
17. What aspects have been least helpful for you?
18. Can you think of a specific interaction with a student when you intentionally used a
strategy you learned from the TA training?
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DISSERTATION CONCLUSION
This dissertation described research related to providing institutional support for
academic engagement in higher education online programs, emphasizing the support provided by
online teaching assistants (OLTAs). It framed the research within the Academic Communities of
Engagement (ACE) framework (Borup et al., 2020). The findings of this study revealed that
providing support at an institutional level is vital to ensuring all students in an online program
receive adequate support to succeed academically, and OLTAs is one means of providing that
support. The components of engagement support—affective, behavioral, and cognitive—as
outlined in the ACE framework represent the key areas that institutions need to focus on to equip
OLTAs and other institutional support systems to provide adequate support for online learners.
This dissertation’s literature review represented the current state of research regarding
OLTAs’ ability to provide affective support to students and how to train OLTAs to adequately
do so. Additionally, it laid the groundwork for future research regarding how OLTAs interact
with their students and what constitutes proper training to ensure OLTAs provide sufficient
support. The current research focused on strategies OLTAs use and how to train them to provide
cognitive support to students, and strategies peer mentors use to provide affective and behavioral
support to students. However, we did not find any research that attempted to connect these two
types of peer support together to provide a more holistic level of support to students.
To address the gap from the first article and provide institutions with a better
understanding of how to support their online students, the second and third articles of the
dissertation provided insight into the barriers students experience in online programs and how
institutions can provide the support needed to students. The third article emphasized the role
OLTAs can play at the institutional level to support online students and how OLTAs can provide
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adequate affective and behavioral support to students, in addition to cognitive support. Both of
these articles supported the ACE framework from Borup et al. (2020) by conducting thematic
analyses within this framework.
There is still an ongoing need to better understand how institutions can ensure they
provide the proper support elements so online students have all the tools to succeed
academically. More research should also be conducted regarding OLTAs’ role at the institutional
level to provide this support. Despite this, I believe the findings presented in this dissertation
provide useful insights designed to guide such efforts and move the field forward.
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